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Abstract
Amin, Rooh Ul. Ph.D. The University of Memphis. December, 2015. Situating the self:
Identity and power relationships in a Pakistani ESL classroom. Major Professor: Sage
Graham, Ph.D.
In Pakistani universities, English plays the key role in students’ upward academic and
social mobility; however students do not always enter universities with equal English
language skills. This study, therefore, extensively explores the relationship between
English language learners’ (ELLs) access to English via prior schooling (public vs.
private), participation in classroom discourses and negotiation of identities and power
relationships as situated social processes. Informed by Bourdieu’s concept of cultural
capital and cultural reproduction complemented with the communities of practice (CoP)
approach, this study explores how ELLs’ identity and power relationships in an ESL
classroom are shaped by (un)limited cultural capital—the abilities gained via prior
language training. These abilities in English, in turn, shape individual disposition at the
microlevel and sociocultural life trajectories at the macrolevel.
A total of 80 graduate ESL students’ volunteer participation informs this study.
Data collection includes surveys, semistructured interviews and classroom observation.
The in-depth analysis of the data reveals that students from public schools background
participate relatively less in classroom discourses, significantly affected by their limited
exposure to English language speaking practice in schools. Moreover, students from
public school position themselves as disadvantaged compared to their private schools
counterparts. In addition, urban and rural divide is another significant factor affecting
student’ cultural capital, that is, language and education where students from urban areas
have comparatively good English language proficiency due to easy access to cable
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networks, the Internet, and television. While unpacking not only the symbolic domination
of English but also highlighting the invisible power of English in an ESL classroom that
nourishes inequitable educational opportunities, this study has policy implications and
gives recommendations for equal access to language education in Pakistan.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Being a lingua franca spoken by billions of people around the world as a symbol
of prestige and power (e.g., Canagarajah, 1993, 1997, 2004, 2006a; Dewey, 2007;
Goldstein, 1997; Pennycook, 1994; Phillipson, 2009; Shamim, 2011), English gives
people an overwhelming desire to learn it. This overwhelming desire has acquired the
status of cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1977b) that is indispensable for academic and social
transformation (Lin, 2002). For Bourdieu (1977b), knowledge of language as cultural
capital refers to an established set of codes or symbols and connotations that socially
dominant classes (high social stratum) impose upon the dominated classes (the lower
social stratum), partially through an education system that rewards students for promoting
the culture of the dominated, not linguistic knowledge. The role of language as cultural
capital, that is, linguistic proficiency in regard to symbolic power relations, reflects an
individual’s social position that is not always equal in academic and social settings. Some
studies in the United States (e.g., Dumais, 2002), the United Kingdom (e.g., Sullivan,
2001, 2002) and Canada (e.g., Goldstein, 1997, 2003; Morgan, 1997, 1998) found that
cultural capital is one of the significant factors that affect learners’ disposition and
academic success.
Ferris (1998) reiterates that in countries where English is spoken as a native
language, good English language proficiency in general and command over discourse
specifically related to learners’ disciplines or majors in particular play a major role in
achieving academic success. Education and social recognition in academic and social
spheres of life have a strong correlation (Hellevik, 1997, 2002; Jonsson & Mills, 1993),
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as education is one of the significant factors that influence the individual at a microlevel
and society at a macrolevel. According to Phillipson (1992), the role that English played
in decolonization has had a significant influence in the postcolonial era while serving the
Commonwealth1 in bringing excolonial elites together on one hand, and considerably
affecting decisions about medium or language of instruction in education on the other.
Phillipson (2009) further argues that English has a two-way role: while opening doors for
some, it has a gatekeeping role that closes doors for others.
There is abundant research with reference to English language teaching, English
language learners’ (henceforth, ELLs) experiences, and challenges they face in diverse
educational settings (e.g., Abada & Tenkorang, 2009; Canagarajah, 1999; Fuentes, 2012;
Gaddis, 2013; Harklau, 2000; Harklau & McClanahan, 2012; Kachru, 2005; Kanno,
2003; Lareau & Horvat, 1999; McKay & Wong, 1996; Menard-Warwick, 2008; Miller,
2000; Norton, 2000; Norton Peirce, 1995; Pearce, Down, & Moore, 2008; Pavlenko,
2001, 2003a, 2003b; Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004; Pavlenko & Lantolf, 2000; Rienties,
Beausaert, Grohnert, Niemantsverdriet, & Kommers, 2012; Varghese, 2012).
Nevertheless, with the exception of a few studies (e.g., Canagarajah, 1993; Capstick,
2011; Gao, Zhao, Cheng, & Zhou, 2007; Gu, 2010; Khan & Kiefer, 2007; Tamim, 2014a;
Tooley & Dixon, 2007) research on ELLs (students who learned English as a second
language but have varying levels of proficiency due to different schooling backgrounds)
in nonnative English settings is scarce.
1

The Commonwealth of Nations or the former British Commonwealth, which is
generally known as “the Commonwealth,” refers to the former colonial territories of the former
British Empire. After decolonization in the middle of the 20 th century, the high priority objectives
of the Commonwealth include working collaboratively for world peace, representative democracy
promotion, individual liberty, opposition to racism and the pursuit of equality, poverty alleviation,
combating diseases and ignorance, promoting free trade for economic development, etc. Source:
http://thecommonwealth.org
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While referring to varying degrees of accuracy with reference to English language
learners (ELLs), Goldenberg (2010) explains that ELLs have been designated with
different terms such as bilingual students, non-English speakers (NES), limited English
speakers (LES), English as a second language (ESL) students, and limited English
proficient (LEP) students. He further explains learning English on the basis of: (a) L1, the
dominant or native language of the society, (b) L1, a minority or nondominant language
of the society, and (c) L2, the dominant or second language of the society. In the case of
L2, English could be learned as either a foreign language or a second language. The
present study treats students in Pakistan as falling into the third category (English as
second language learners, ESL learners, ELLs, and students will be used
interchangeably), that is, L2, the dominant language of society because English is the
official language of Pakistan. However, the Pakistani education system offers inequitable
opportunities of English language learning due to two parallel streams of education: (i)
the public sector (Urdu medium), and (ii) the private sector (English medium) schooling.
As English has become a lingua franca, it is important to explore issues related to English
language learning in a nonnative setting such as Pakistan where English is not spoken
outside the classroom but plays the key role in academic success and upward social
mobility due to its dominant status.
Often quoted factors affecting ELLs’ performance in educational settings are
socioeconomic status, social class, ethnicity or racial background, gender, ESL
placement, peer effects, socialization, limited English language proficiency, and
personality traits (Abada & Tenkorang, 2009; Alderman, Orazem, & Paterno, 2001;
Boonchum, 2009; Callahan, Wilkinson, & Muller, 2010; Cho, 2012; Duff, 1996, 2002,
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2007, 2010, 2012; Polinard, Wrinkle, & Meier, 1995; Stuart, Lido, Morgan, Solomon, &
May, 2011). The studies that have explored the above-mentioned factors necessitate
research on specifically examining ELLs’ schooling and English language learning
experiences in a multilingual setting such as Pakistan where students need to develop
good English skills for academic and social success. On the surface level, academic
settings might seem quite simple, but in reality they serve as sites that maintain and
constantly reproduce existing hierarchies and might disrupt the possibility of upward
class mobility (Giroux, 2001). It is worth mentioning that the schooling system is
stratified in Pakistan, which might not provide equitable opportunities for all students to
acquire the level of English necessary for academic success and social recognition. What
is unclear and scarcely explored with reference to the Pakistani school system is how
different schooling backgrounds are capable of helping or blocking the way of
accomplishing the need for dominant language learning. These differences might either
be manifestations of solidarity for narrowing the social distance amid the interlocutors or,
in turn, manifest power differential and increase social distance.
Pakistan, as a socioeconomically and linguistically diverse country, presents
complex interrelationships among access to schooling, distribution of resources, and
social class dynamics. The civil servants, military personnel, businessmen, feudal lords,
industrialists, etc. constitute the privileged social groups, whereas teachers, workers
(including daily-wage workers), low paid employees, etc. are on the lower rung of social
classes in Pakistan (Qadeer, 2006). Schooling is based on either Urdu or English medium,
where public schools provide education in Urdu and the language of instruction in private
schools is English. The dichotomy in language of instruction might increase social
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inequality instead of social cohesion and might result in the dilemma of (un)successful
and inequitable academic and social trajectories among students. The present study,
therefore, explores graduate student ELLs’ experiences in one of the public sector
universities in Islamabad, the federal capital of Pakistan. The focus is on how students’
prior English language learning experiences and access to educational resources (cultural
capital) affect their academic success and shape their social dispositions/habitus
(Bourdieu, 1977b). The terms dispositions and habitus will be used interchangeably in
the present study. The ways ELLs juxtapose their prior schooling and English language
learning experiences with the current all-English academic milieu will pave the way to
comprehend how identity and power relationships are negotiated inside the classroom.
Statement of the Problem
In English-speaking countries, good English language proficiency is
indispensable for students to succeed academically in higher education (Ferris & Tagg,
1996; S. Kim, 2006). However, the power and importance of the English language cannot
be restricted to only English-speaking countries, as it is the language of instruction in a
majority of the former British colonies—and Pakistan is no exception. According to
Collier (1995) and Cummins (2000), three to four years is enough instruction to acquire
oral proficiency, and four to seven years to achieve the required proficiency in English
for academic needs. However, Demie (2011, 2013) argues that six to eight years are
required for full command of English. For Hakuta, Butler, and Witt (2000) the range of
years is from four to five years for oral proficiency and seven to eight years for academic
English language proficiency. Beginning in first grade, Pakistani students study English
for 12 to 14 years depending upon the status of their school, that is, either public or
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private. Nevertheless, the English language proficiency levels of most of the students
from the public sector are inadequate to cope with the academic demands of all-English
medium tertiary education (Andrabi, Das, & Khwaja, 2008; Khan & Kiefer, 2007;
Rahman, 2010).
Consistent disparities (Coleman, 1988) in the Pakistani education system suggest
that limited English language proficiency of the students from public schools might
provide very little opportunity to navigate classroom settings for the right kind of habitus
(Bourdieu, 1977b). Habitus—an individual’s disposition—is created through social
processes resulting in persistent social patterns and is context specific, determined by the
interplay between social structures and time. Habitus is thus shaped by the interplay
between the past events and practices that shape the present and affect the future
(Bourdieu, 1977a). In this sense habitus is used in the present study in regard to students’
perceptions of their prior schooling; it might affect not only their current position in the
classroom but also their future life trajectories. Consciousness of persistent inequalities
might influence students’ dispositions in a way that leaves them marginalized and
disadvantaged (Gaddis, 2013) and does minimal effort to enhance their English language
proficiency through classroom participation. In Pakistani public schools, students cram
course lessons from books containing solved exercises and prewritten essays that help
them in getting passing grades but never give them a chance to acquire the required level
of spoken proficiency in English due to lack of spoken exercises (Andrabi et al., 2008;
Khan & Kiefer, 2007; Rahman, 2010). (Un)limited participation on the part of the
students in classroom discourses, in turn, may have significant effects on their
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perceptions and negotiation of identity as insiders or outsiders in the existing
sociocultural academic discourse.
In addition, the status of English in Pakistan has become a de facto requirement
for access to quality schooling, academic success, and upward social mobility. According
to the government of Pakistan’s education policy (Government of Pakistan, 2009),
English could be termed as a second language (henceforth, ESL), but in practice English
might be treated as a foreign language (henceforth, EFL) due to differences in the
language of instruction in schools. (Un)limited exposure to English might raise the issue
of considering English either a foreign language or a second language because students
with different schooling backgrounds and level of exposure to English might have
different perceptions about the status of English in Pakistan.
English language proficiency along with other schooling experiences (cultural
capital) as a variable in a Pakistani ESL classroom, therefore, may serve as a dominant
predictor of academic success and a source of (un)equal dissemination of social capital,
and may affect the construction of power relationships among learners possessing
varying levels of English language proficiency. (Un)limited accumulation of cultural
capital, which in the present study signifies prior schooling experiences, presupposes
learners’ socioeconomic status with reference to having access to high or low prestige
schools, a predictor of acquisition of English language proficiency and academic success,
and shaping ELLs’ dispositions to the academic and social world around them.
The Case of Pakistan
Situated in South Asia, Pakistan is a multiethnic and a multilingual country, and
has a population of about 184 million out of which 62% reside in rural areas and 38% in
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urban areas. Widespread discrepancies persist with regard to education, access, equity,
gender, regions, and urban versus rural locations (Government of Pakistan, 2014).
Pakistan is a federal parliamentary republic comprising four provinces: Punjab, Sindh,
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (henceforth KPK), and Balochistan, and the federal capital,
Islamabad. In addition, Azad Jammu and Kashmir (henceforth AJ&K) and Gilgit
Baltistan are autonomous affiliated units, whereas Federally Administered Tribal Areas
(henceforth FATA) is a semiautonomous affiliated unit of Pakistan. According to Lewis
(2009), Pakistan is a linguistically diverse country having 72 living languages, but
Rahman (2010) declares this estimate a bit exaggerated as several of them actually refer
to different dialects of the same language(s) and might not be treated as separate
languages. Out of those 62 registered languages, Urdu is the national language of the
country but only 7.57% of the total population speaks Urdu as their L1. Other major
languages are Punjabi, Sindhi, Pashto, Balochi, and Siraiki and the rest of the 56 regional
languages spoken in different regions of Pakistan. English is the official language of the
country that is widely used in the judiciary, the military, education, and business
(Rahman, 2006).
Under Article 37 (b) & (c), the Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan
(Government of Pakistan, 1973) guarantees to its citizens and states, “The State shall
remove illiteracy and provide free and compulsory secondary education within the
minimum possible period; make technical and professional education generally available
and higher education equally accessible by all on the basis of merit” (Article 37 (b) &
(c)). One of the key policy reforms was the 18th Amendment to the federal constitution of
Pakistan, with positive implications for education; the 18th Amendment, Article 25-A,
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recognized access to school education as a fundamental and constitutional right of
children between the ages of 5 to 16 years. According to the 18th Amendment, Article 25A (Government of Pakistan, 2010), the Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan
states: “State shall provide free and compulsory education to all children of the age of
five to sixteen years in such manner as may be determined by law” (18th Amendment,
Article 25-A).
Schooling system. As a result of the 18th Constitutional Amendment
(Government of Pakistan, 2010), education is a provincial matter, which used to be a
federal affair. The schooling context in Pakistan is exceptionally complex having three
dominant streams of types running parallel: (i) public schools (Urdu or vernacular
medium), (ii) private schools (elite and nonelite), and (iii) religious schools or seminaries
(madaris or madrassah). Capstick (2011) divided Pakistani schools into five categories:
(i) elite private schools, (ii) cadet schools, (iii) state schools, (iv) nonelite Englishmedium schools, (v) madrasas. However, I will treat them as three distinct categories
based on the language of instruction, that is, English in private schools (including defense
forces owned schools), Urdu-medium in public schools, and Urdu and vernaculars in
madrassas. The following is the brief description of the three different types of schools.
The formal education system follows a pattern, which consists of the primary
level (first five years of schooling); secondary (10 years of schooling); higher secondary
(12 years of schooling) Bachelor’s degree (14 years of schooling); and Master’s degree
(16 years schooling), followed by other higher degrees (see Figure 1). English is being
taught as a subject in the vernacular medium public schools from Grade 1 or Grade 6 to
Grade 10 or Secondary School Certificate (SSC). However, education policy 2009
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(Government of Pakistan, 2009) recommends the introduction of English from Grade 1
through Grade 12 in all public sector schools in Pakistan (see Figure 1).

PhD

Master’s (University)

Bachelor’s
(Professional)
(University)

Diploma
(Polytechnic Institutes)

MPhil (University)

Bachelor’s
(Pass)
(University)

Bachelor’s
(Honors)
(University)

Higher Secondary Schools
(Higher Secondary School
Certificate/HSSC)

Bachelor’s
(Honors/Pass)
(University)

Diploma in Commerce
Commerce Institutes

Diploma
Technical Training College

Secondary School Certificate
(Secondary schools)

Diploma
(Vocational Institute)

Private (Secondary
Education/Cambridge
Certificate, O Level)

Public High Schools
(Secondary Education, SSC)

Junior Secondary
Education (Secondary
Education, SSC)

Private schools (elite &
nonelite) English Medium

Public Schools, Urdu Medium

Madrassahs,
Arabic/Vernacular Medium

Figure 1. Schooling system in Pakistan. Source: Adapted from EP-Nuffic (2015).

10

Public schools. Public schools serve the common masses of the population
charging either no fees or very minimal fees at the start of every academic year. With the
exception of few schools in big cities, the language of instruction in public schools is
Urdu. The state decreed (Government of Pakistan, 2010) English as the language of
instruction for teaching mathematics and science from the primary level. Public schools
follow state-prepared curriculum, which is mostly prepared and taught in Urdu with the
exception of the provinces of KPK and Sindh supporting teaching of Pashto and Sindhi at
the primary level respectively (Capstick, 2011; Coleman & Capstick, 2012; Rahman,
2002, 2004).
The public sector school system is the largest service provider of formal education
starting with the primary level (first five years of schooling) and ending at Higher
Secondary School Certificate (HSSC, 12 years of education including the first five years
at the primary level). Majority of the families having low socioeconomic status,
predominantly residing in either urban or suburban areas, send their children to public
schools. The primary reason for sending their children to those is that they offer free
education, but the quality of education imparted by public schools is of poor quality. The
significant factors negatively affecting quality education in public schools are dearth of
physical facilities and teacher training, obsolete teaching materials, and inadequate
number of teachers.
Private schools. Private schools further complicate the scenario of the education
system in Pakistan as they are basically of two types, that is, nonelitist private schools
and the elitist private schools. About one third of the enrolled children go to private
sector schools (Government of Pakistan, 2014). The nonelitist private schools follow
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locally developed English medium syllabi while the elitist private schools follow British
examination system called the “Senior Cambridge or O Level” and “Advanced Senior
Cambridge or A level” (Abbas, 1993). Private schooling system, particularly the elitist
are advanced and offer a totally different and promising type of schooling compared to
common schooling systems in Pakistan.
Private sector schooling is the key contributor in providing quality education. Due
to the increased consciousness about better quality education, the upper middle class
families, residing in urban areas, prefer sending their children mostly to the elite-private
schools. As mentioned above, those schools teach foreign curricula and assess students
through international examination systems (O & A levels) and are staffed with qualified
and trained teachers, well-equipped classrooms, not to mention that they are well
equipped with all essential facilities, quality teaching-learning materials.
Religious seminaries. In addition to private and private school system, another
stream of schools (nonformal) are religious schools called Madrassah or Madaris, which
offer free religious education, that is, Tafseer (elucidation of the holy Quran), Hadith
(Prophet Muhammad’s sayings), and Fiqh (Islamic jurisprudence) (emphasis added).
Having donations as the main source of income, those schools also provide free boarding
and lodging. The dominant language in religious schools (madaris) is Arabic and their
students have no or very minimal familiarity with or have knowledge of English because
they are independent and follow a different type of syllabus designed and controlled by
Dars-i-Nizami (curriculum for religious seminaries) and contain either nothing from the
state syllabi or much less compared to the religious texts that are a part of the syllabus
(Rahman, 2004). The key beneficiaries of Madrassah education are students hailing from
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extremely unprivileged and poor families settled in rural and less developed areas who
cannot even afford to send their children to public schools.
These highly contrastive but parallel streams of education in Pakistan contribute
to the continuous perpetuation of educational disparities, economic, and social
stratifications (Government of Pakistan, 2014). Students’ level of English language
proficiency acquired through public schooling is extremely low and students have neither
the ability to understand or write nor speak English as teaching in public schools is solely
through the grammar-translation method. Students cram course lessons from books
containing solved exercises and prewritten essays that help them in getting passing grades
but never give them a chance to acquire the required level of proficiency in English
(Andrabi et al., 2008; Khan & Kiefer, 2007; Rahman, 2010). Such diverse educational
systems foster both economic and social disparities in Pakistani society, which Shamim
(2011) has termed “linguistic apartheid.”
Why Graduate Students?
Toohey (2000) argues that classroom community practices produce students’
identities. For Kanno (2003), students’ exercise of agency increases in negotiating their
self in community practices as they become older. The sensitivity and communication
apprehension (E. K. Horwitz, M. B. Horwitz, & Cope, 1986; Ohata, 2005) of the students
toward social class inequalities increase gradually over time due to differences in
economic, social, and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1977b; Coleman, 1988, 1991). Bourdieu
(1977b) while explaining educational inequalities argues that lack of cultural capital
negatively affects mindsets and attitudes of youth coming from disadvantaged
backgrounds that ultimately results in negative disposition toward an individual’s habitus,
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which in the case of education refers to school. Dumais (2002) argues that highly
cherished capital in the field of education is cultural capital that offers dispositions and
skills or habitus (Bourdieu, 1977b; Stuart et al., 2011) essential for effective navigation in
the school system. According to Phillipson (2008), English functioned as the language
forming and promoting elitism and serving as a tool for social exclusion or inclusion in
India and former colonized areas. As language proficiency is one of the significant
determiners of academic and social transition, students bringing varying level of English
language proficiency due to differences in educational background that in case of
Pakistan refer to public versus private schooling, might have significant effect on
students’ engagement in classroom discourses, particularly in higher education.
Previous research on ELLs (e.g., Callahan, 2005; Callahan et al., 2010; Fuentes,
2012; Gunderson, 2007; Harklau, 2000; Kanno & Varghese, 2010; Kao & Thompson,
2003; Norton, 2013) provides insightful foundation for equating academic success and
power relationships in the language classroom. A thorough analysis of Pakistani graduate
students’ perceptions will be a significant contribution to research relating students’
academic success and identity construction to the prognostic influence of prior language
learning experiences and navigating the self in classroom discourses.
In Pakistan, the school system is not uniform and students develop varying levels
of English language proficiency based on their schooling background. Alderman et al.
(2001) found that the performance of private schools is better than public schools in
Pakistan. According to Byrnes and Rickards (2011) and Cook-Sather (2002), students’
perceptions about their schooling have a strong correlation with their academic
performance. The schooling system in Pakistani presents a unique case of academic
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inquiry because theoretically English has the status of a second language but in practice,
very few students acquire English as a second language or L2 because of a highly
stratified schooling system. The point of argument is that Pakistani ELLs join their
graduate studies having either minimal or very high exposure to English based on their
prior schooling. This study therefore, explores how English language proficiency affects
participation in classroom discourses and how ELLs situate their self (Norton, 2000,
emphasis added) and continuously (re)shape their identity and power relationship in
classroom discourses and how prior language learning experiences come into play with
positioning and navigating the self.
Purpose of the Study
The context of this study is Pakistan, a country where English is considered as a
source of empowerment (Rahman, 2007), but the practice of target language speaking is
very rare in public schools (Capstick, 2011; Rahman, 2010). The focus of this study is to
thoroughly explore identity negotiation and the impact of power hierarchies in ESL
discourses established through English language proficiency during oral classroom
participation. The primary purpose of this study is to explore and understand the
relationship between students’ prior school experiences, English language proficiency,
participation in classroom discourses, and identities as situated social processes in
association with their prior educational backgrounds. Most importantly, how their prior
knowledge of English or English language proficiency affects their academic endeavors
and shapes the sphere of power relationships with other peers in classroom. This structure
of power relationship will obviously be affected by differing primary and secondary
educational backgrounds and level of training in English. What is less clear is whether
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second-language training in public versus private schools, which then correlates with
student success, affects students’ identity negotiation in academic and social settings and
nourishes social reproduction (Bourdieu, 1977b) in Pakistani society.
Thoroughly related is an endeavor to investigate how students’ academic and
social identity is negotiated in all-English classroom settings, and identify how these
changes (if any) influence their participatory patterns in classroom discourse and their
tendencies to practice the English language. Finally, in addressing linguistic disparities in
Pakistani educational system, this study intends to unpack not only the symbolic
domination of English but also to highlight the invisible power of English in an ESL
classroom and to address the inequitable educational opportunities to all students. While
endeavoring to address the above outlined issues and purpose, this study adopts an
ethnographic perspective of inquiry and answers the following questions for a thorough
understanding of embedded interrelationship of schooling, English language learning,
identity and power relationship in a Pakistani ESL classroom.
Research Questions
1. Do students from different schooling backgrounds (private vs. public) have
different English language (spoken) proficiency?
2.

Do students from different schooling backgrounds (private vs. public)
demonstrate differences in oral participation in classroom discourses?

3. Does social identity correlate with English language proficiency, classroom
participation, academic success, and confidence level?
4. How do students perceive themselves with reference to their prior schooling and
English language learning experiences?
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5. What strategies do students adopt with regard to classroom participation and how
does an all-English academic milieu in an ESL classroom affect students’
disposition and academic success?
The Structure of Dissertation
This study consists of seven chapters. Chapter 1 provides background information
and contextualizes the study in the light of already existing body of literature on ESL
classroom identity and power relationships. I also explain the purpose and contribution,
which will contribute to English language learning and teaching.
Chapter 2 is dedicated for serving two purposes. First, it thoroughly explains the
theoretical framework informing this study. Second, it reviews literature related to the
proposed study that includes studies on students’ perceptions in academic settings,
specifically, the impact of language and cultural values on the experiences and
perceptions of graduate students.
Chapter 3 elucidates the description and explanation of the study design,
methodology adopted in the present study, data analysis, data validity and
trustworthiness, and limitations of the study. First, I document the details about the
population and sample, participants’ information, sampling procedures, data collection
tools, that is, rubrics for classroom observation, and interview protocols, and finally data
collection procedures. Second, I explain how I approached the data coding, made
categories for finding recurring patterns and themes, and made inferences. Third, I
discuss how I ensured the validity and trustworthiness of the data. Finally, I discuss
limitations of the study and methods employed in this study.
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Chapters 4 and 5 are dedicated to quantitative and qualitative analysis
respectively. Chapter 4 presents the quantitative findings of the study based on a survey,
and classroom observation that includes empirically significant social and academic
factors affecting ELLs’ English language proficiency and classroom participation.
Chapter 5 analyzes the data collected via semistructured interviews and explains the
recurring patterns and themes while unpacking the reasons for ELLs’ exercise of agency,
identity negotiation, and power relationships.
Chapter 6 is a discussion of the findings in connection with the findings to
previous studies. It discusses how the results of the present study align with the already
existing literature. Do the findings of the present study challenge some findings from the
previous literature, and/or contributes to knowledge on ELLs’ English language learning
experiences, exercise of agency, negotiation of identity, and power relationships?
Chapter 7 is a detailed description of conclusions drawn from findings and
significant implications for language policies makers to introduce English for Academic
Purposes (henceforth, EAP) addressing the key issues of learning the target language,
program planners, administrators, and instructors, and recommendations for future
research.
Significance of the Study
As an endeavor to understand the relationship among English language
proficiency, power, and identity, this study identifies common themes related to
classroom participation and negotiation of the self. In this way, this study offers insights
into ELLs’ prior schooling and language learning experiences not only from learners’
perspectives but also consistent interaction with them through direct observation of their
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classroom activities. Through developing better understanding of ELLs’ English
language experiences, this study offers further suggestions for how we can make
informed decisions to facilitate successful academic and social life trajectories of
learners. Hence, this study is a firsthand endeavor to unpack the reality whether
(un)limited cultural capital has a relationship with ELLs’ classroom participation and
identity negotiation at the high level of their academic life.
Second, this study is a significant contribution to the existing literature on
learners’ negotiation of identity with reference to cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1997) in
school settings that influences students’ participation, and hence power relationships
among students in an ESL classroom. While bringing prior schooling and tertiary level
classroom experiences together, this study records how learners’ perceptions connect
their current learning with prior learning and navigate the way for academic success. This
ethnographic research project will yield useful insights to the ways individuals represent
their self (emphasis added).
Third, this study extends aids in determining how the teaching of English could be
made mandatory in Pakistani public school systems to compete with the counterpart
English medium private schools. Moreover, it discusses how teacher training could lead
ESL instructors to contemplate their teaching in a way that could positively contribute to
students’ real-life academic and professional success through adopting learner-centered
teaching approaches.
Finally, through recording students’ perceptions, this study not only helps in
highlighting the gatekeeping role of English in academic success but also recognizing the
significant aspects of learners’ dispositions that are essential in designing equitable
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learning opportunities for learners In Pakistani public sector education. Through practical
suggestions for English for Academic Purposes development in Pakistan, this study
makes recommendations for communicative English language courses at graduate level
to train students in the target language. Such a shift in instructional pedagogies will
enhance the confidence of students from public school background to actively participate
in academic discourse. Above all, this study will serve for the betterment of the school
system in Pakistan through addressing disparities that are determined by the disparities in
the educational structure. From this perspective, the significant contribution of this study
is the exploration of the association between cultural capital in a Pakistani academic
setting and the role that English plays (if any) in reproducing socioeconomic,
sociocultural and sociolinguistic disparities in Pakistani society.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
The primary purpose of the present study is to explore ELLs’ perceptions on their
prior schooling and English language learning experiences. The focus is on the effects of
English language proficiency and access to schooling (cultural capital) and its effects on
participation in an ESL classroom discourse. In this way, I explore how ELLs negotiate
their identity in an ESL classroom, which in turn affects ELLs’ academic success and
power relationships. This chapter is an extensive review of the existing literature on
ELLs’ experiences and related notions, that is, cultural capital, agency, identity,
socialization, and language learning in bilingual and multilingual contexts, and situates
the present study in the research related to English learning in multilingual contexts.
Much attention has been paid to the power and politics of English language
teaching and learning across interdisciplinary avenues of research such as sociology of
education and applied linguistics (e.g., Canagarajah, 1999; Cummins, 2000; Giroux,
1983, 2001; Goldstein, 2003; Kachru, 2005; Morgan, 1997; Pennycook, 1994; Toohey,
2000). Giroux (1983, 2001) pointed out that critical understanding of social reproduction
patterns in education are crucial for comprehending how schools reflect and reproduce
social relations across society. According to Pennycook (1999), learners have intricate
patterns of power relationships affected by language, race, gender, ethnicity, social class,
teaching practices, and education. For Norton (1997, 2013), varieties in the use of
language construct inequitable social relationships, which result in the construction and
reconstruction of power relationships and social realities through discourses in learning
contexts.
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The ESL classroom is not only a site used for acquisition of knowledge, but a
sociolinguistic space interwoven with individuals’ outside social world (Pennycook,
1994; Van Lier, 2000). Likewise, a language classroom could be treated as a site of
struggle (Norton, 2000) offering opportunities for the production and legitimization of
particular formulae of sociocultural dogmas that give central position to some learners
and push others toward the periphery or marginalize them. Based on social perspectives
of language learning and ESL classroom as a social space, the present study is an
endeavor to extend the discourse on identity and power relationships (re)constructed and
legitimized via participation in classroom discourse. I particularly focus on English
language proficiency, which on one hand promotes and legitimizes the role of the
position of proficient English language speakers in classroom participation and
discourses while disadvantaging those with limited English proficiency. ELLs’
participation in classroom discourses will be treated as an indicator of ELLs’ positioning
in regard to core and periphery. I will therefore, illustrate what strategies ELLs adopt to
negotiate their self, navigate the dominant or marginalized and or dis/advantaged status in
the ESL classroom. In this way I will demonstrate what English language learning means
for the advantaged and disadvantaged, what and how they invest in the language
classroom to learn the target language and be the citizens of the globalized world.
This chapter covers relevant theories and concepts about ELLs’ learning
experiences. The main ideas discussed are: (1) the theoretical framework informing the
present study, (2) interrelationships of culture capital, identity, and power relationships,
and (3) English learning in bilingual and multilingual contexts. This chapter, therefore,
serves two purposes: first, it provides a detailed description of the theoretical framework
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employed in this study in the light of previous research on second language. Second, it
situates this study in the contemporary research on ESL classroom by examining and
broadening the horizons of scholarly work to Pakistani ESL settings and addressing the
issues associated with English language learning and teaching there. In the following
section, I will discuss the theoretical framework and how it suits the present study.
Theoretical Framework
Leading scholars (e.g., Althusser, 1971; Bourdieu, 1977a, 1977b, 1997;
Canagarajah, 1999, 2004; Demaine, 1981; Durkheim, 1956; Giroux, 2001; Norton, 2000)
have explored the complex nature of diverse variables associated with schooling or
educational institutions in diverse settings, thus contributing significantly to the
understanding of how schooling affects individuals at the microlevel and society at the
macrolevel. While taking into consideration the broader spectrum of English as a second
language learning, scholars have worked on different aspects of ELLs such as agency
(e.g., Fuentes, 2012; Moje & Lewis, 2007; Van Lier, 2000), identity negotiation (e.g.,
Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998; Norton, 2000, 2013; Pavlenko & Lantolf,
2000), power relationships in the classroom (e.g., Moje & Lewis, 2007), identity as a
sociocultural process (e.g., Block, 2007), and participation and socialization (e.g., Talmy,
2009). These studies expanded the exploration of ESL/EFL teaching and learning through
sociocultural perspectives not only for linguistic proficiency but also for negotiating
social relationships in sociolinguistic and sociocultural contexts. Informed by Bourdieu’s
(1977b) social and cultural reproduction complemented with communities of practice
(CoP, henceforth) approach (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet, 1992, 1998, 1999, 2007; Lavé
& Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998), the present study endeavors to further the investigation
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on two levels. First, it investigates how ELLs who have varying levels of English
language proficiency (gained via inequitable access to dominant language learning and
education) negotiate their identities in an ESL classroom, and second, it looks at how
educational system and educational institutions reproduce social disparities in any given
society.
Social and Cultural Reproduction
Bourdieu (1977a, 1977b) proposes the notions of cultural capital, and social and
cultural reproduction, in which he considers the knowledge of culture and linguistic skills
as a reflection of symbolic power relationships, inseparable from an individual’s social
situation in a society. One place where this stratification is clear is in the educational
system (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). Educational institutes primarily work for “the
conservation of a culture inherited from the past,” transmitting social ideals, patterns, and
dogmas (Durkheim, 1956) that foster, sustain, and propagate social disparities (Giroux,
2001; Stanton-Salazar, 2004). Bourdieu’s concept of capital is where language has a
symbolic power to convert one kind of capital into another, that is, economic capital into
social capital, which is inequitably distributed in any given social setup. Language
learners thus have a complex sense of social identity with the social world around them
where they not only exchange information, but also resist the marginalized subjective
position(s) through language use (Norton Peirce, 1995) and invest in their learning for the
compensation of their limited cultural capital in a contextualized setting of language use
(Norton, 2000).
According to Bourdieu (1977a), by contributing to the inequitable distribution of
cultural capital among different social classes, education systems contribute both to (i)
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the structure of power and (ii) symbolic relationships among different social stratums.
While nourishing the individual’s disposition or habitus, educational institutions,
particularly higher education institutions have the capability of contributing and
upholding the structural dynamics of class relationships through distributing inequitable
cultural capital while transmitting the dominant class values and preserving the social
order. In the words of Bourdieu, the educational systems ensure that academic success
directly depends on the possession of cultural capital and predispositions toward
investing in the academic market while working objectively toward “the reproduction of
the structure between the sections of the dominant class” and hierarchical ordering (p. 96,
emphasis original). Bourdieu’s concept of capital led some leading sociolinguists and
anthropologists (e.g., Gal, 1989; Heller, 1992, 1995; Woolard, 1989, 1998) to study the
use of language in multilingual settings as strongly embedded in socioeconomic,
sociocultural and sociopolitical norms that dominant social groups uphold as a symbolic
market through the dominant institutions such as the media and schools.
For Bourdieu (1977a, 1977b, 1997), human relationships are socially bound to the
field that individuals occupy and enable them to practice in a social field through their
disposition toward the world, that is, habitus. Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) proclaim that
any educational system with implicit pedagogic motives requires preliminary know-how
of the dominant culture, advanced by indiscernible familiarization that could only be
acquired and possessed by those endowed with predispositions for success and
inculcation of the dominant culture. Bourdieu (1977b) further argues that the hierarchies
of skills, merit and talent are based on none but accumulation of cultural capital through
schools, and hence propagate social reproduction, legitimize and convert social
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hierarchies into academic rankings through education systems. Parallel with cultural
capital is Bourdieu’s notion of social capital—the aggregate of potential resources that
stipulate various profits to individuals and serves as a link between institutionalized
relationships and the social world. Bourdieu’s notion of cultural capital, thus
characterizes the field of education as a significant site of cultural hegemony, inequitable
power relations and social (re)production.
Capital Matters!
Bourdieu’s (1977a) concept of cultural capital has been playing a significant role
in the sociology of education, which enables individuals to have access to rewards not
common for everyone, and hence endures social stratification (Lareau & Weininger,
2003). For Bourdieu (1977a), language is the name of strongly embedded symbols and
meanings associated with them, that is, cultural capital that the dominant social stratum
imposes upon the dominated. These symbols are somewhat propagated via formal
education, which not only equip the dominant class with linguistic skills but reproduce
social inequalities and promote social reproduction (Canagarajah, 1999).
Bourdieu (1977a, 1997) uses the economic metaphor, “market and capital” while
referring to the interrelatedness of individual’s position (both aspired and imposed) and
distribution of resources or capital. Capital, that is, cultural, social, economic, and
symbolic power, is closely associated with people’s dispositions/habitus, which brings a
class-related outlook to social settings. In the case of schools, students bring varying
levels of cultural capital as a result of their access to material resources. For Bourdieu,
students’ academic success depends on how familiar they are with dominant culture
practices, unequally distributed due to socioeconomic resources. Moreover, the symbolic
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domination of high culture promotes inequitable treatment of people in educational
institutions and the job market. Bourdieu divided capital into three distinct categories
forms of capital, that is, economic capital—economic goods and money; social capital—
power, prestige, and honor; and cultural capital—skill, knowledge, and education, which
complement one another for the cumulative accumulation of or deprivation of
socioeconomic and sociocultural resources. Next, I will provide a brief description of
Bourdieu’s key concepts.
Economic capital. Economic capital is the possession of property and wealth
accumulated through good income resources, which according to Bourdieu is the major
pillar of maintaining social hierarchy in modern societies and plays the key part in
stratifying social group into socioeconomically based classes (Bourdieu, 1977a, 1997).
According to Swartz (1998), the inequitable distributions of economic resources make
individuals distinctive within social classes and differentiate them from other groups as
well. Along with other forms of capital, substantial possession of economic capital
distinguishes the dominant class from other social groups, which in most of the cases
passes through generations. While touching upon the significance of economic capital,
Bourdieu (1997) argues that the resources for all other types of capital come from
economic capital. When it comes to schools, economic capital puts the affluent families
in a better position to send their children to high standard schools, which help them gain
access to social and cultural capital.
Social capital. Social capital refers to both individual and family social
relationships, connections, and networks that serve two purposes: first, it offers
educational benefits through access to elite schools, and second, it helps in pursuing the
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fundamentals required for high status attainment and social recognition (Bourdieu, 1997).
Membership of social groups backs the capital, collectively owned as potential resources
or an aggregate of it, which is necessary for mutual recognition and crediting the
credentials (Bourdieu, 1991). Those who are powerful, therefore, constitute social capital,
which nourishes social inequities and excludes those who do not possess the status of a
recognized member. An individual’s ability also works as their economic capital and
offers opportunities to credit his social networks, put them in the social hierarchy of
power and status. Families help their children in having access to opportunities to social
networks through achieving social goals. Social capital is constituted via institutional,
familial, and social affiliations, which an individual maintains through familial and
personal efforts. Social capital is thus, increased and maintained via individual efforts,
which reciprocates the reproduction of classes through an endless series of class
hierarchies maintained in the process of access to high culture resources and
reaffirmation of exchanges with other class members (Bourdieu, 1997).
Cultural capital. According to Bourdieu (1977a), cultural capital is the tool,
which serves as a resource for gaining access to the most valued resources that any
particular society cherishes. Cultural capital encompasses access to resources (e.g.,
language and education), and knowledge of practices that works as class markers.
Bourdieu further explains that cultural capital can exist in: (i) an embodied state, (ii) an
objectified state, and (iii) an institutionalized state (emphasis original). An embodied
state refers to long-lasting individual dispositions, internalized in childhood, which are
necessary to appreciate and understand highly valued cultural commodities, for example,
popular culture, art, music, etc. Children from privileged and affluent families are more
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likely to acquire to the highest level of cultural capital due their economic resources.
Objectified state includes possession in the form of material objects and media that are
transferrable to material goods (e.g., books, paintings, etc.) that has both economic and
symbolic value. Institutionalized state refers to educational credentials, institutional
status, and systems that convert academic credentials or academic capital, which bridges
the academic and economic benefits and guarantees social prestige.
According to Bourdieu and Passeron (1977), access to economic resources and
social affiliations fundamentally has a significant effect on school success. For Lareau
and Weininger (2003), individuals’ habitus culture makes them capable of producing
profitable resources that are potentially monopolized through social group affiliations and
transmitted through economic and cultural resources to succeeding generations. The
disposition/habitus gained through family practices defines an individual’s selfconfidence, linguistic abilities, and social knowledge that is regarded highly important for
social mobility and connects an individual with the class trajectory (Giroux, 1983).
The conversion of capital takes place in two ways. Economic capital could be
converted to cultural capital through sending children to prestigious institutions, which
results in gaining access to the competitive job market (Calhoun, 2003). The second way
of converting economic cultural is through symbolic capital where skillful individuals,
for example, celebrity athletes, can endorse a product through signing a contract for
promoting the product and receive a huge amount of money (economic capital). Given
the habitus, capital can be converted into either form through practice in a given social
space—field through agentive moves of individuals to manipulate the situation and

29

accumulate the most appropriate resources, which are essential for determining the class,
symbolic domination, and monopolizing the social setting.
Habitus, practice, and field. According to Bourdieu (1997), habitus is a “system
of lasting, transportable dispositions” internalized in early childhood that determines
ways of navigation in the social world through particular fields of practice (p. 82).
Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) further argue that habitus is primarily rooted in familial
and early schooling background and experiences that function as a lens for individuals to
assess their position compared to others and shapes their attitudes and language use.
Bourdieu (1977a, 1997) further argues that habitus, which they internalize as a part of
their social identities in their childhood, can strongly influence their actions or practice
unconsciously afterward in their lives. As a result of habitus development, sociocultural
reproduction takes place in the field, which individuals internalize, and ultimately leads
to class reproduction. Field is a network of objective relations between positions, the
existence of which is objectively defined, its determinations is imposed upon “their
occupants, agents or institutions by their present and potential situation (situs) in the
structure of the distribution of power (or capital)…as well as by their objective relation to
other positions (domination, subordination, homology, etc.)” (Bourdieu & Wacquant,
1992, p. 97, emphasis original).
While considering school system as a field, Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992) argue
that students attempt to achieve academic success in accordance with their cultural
capital, as academic success is dependent on the possession of valuable cultural capital
that could be invested in the academic market. Habitus plays a significant role in
students’ academic success, and their success solely depends on how they invest in their
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learning and to what extent their social position allows them succeed academically (Reay,
1998; Swartz, 1998).
According to Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992), the vital connections between
habitus and field for operationalizing all forms of capital (social, economic, cultural)
helps in determining social hierarchies either embedded or apparent in any social space in
which individuals or members of the dominant groups clutch dominant positions because
of their capital and defines the structures of domination and power. Put together,
Bourdieu’s (1997) key concepts of habitus, field, and practice play a significant role in
addressing the fundamental issues of social inequality and power relationships in
classroom settings having both academic and social implications.
Bourdieu (1997) refers to the field of intellect as an example and reiterates that
the milieu of different organizations, institutions including higher education are the
markets, in which individuals strive for symbolic power of capital. While referring to the
metaphor of a game, Wacquant (2008) further argues that the degree of autonomy of
every field varies, as the field is distinctive for every game. The field, therefore, has the
potential of producing its own characteristic capital, which is not immediately dependent
on other field(s). The homology or the resemblance amid fields reflects certain
commonalities in individuals’ dispositions, in which the power of the dominant field(s)
impose social structures upon the dominated for sustaining the powerful (Jenkins, 2002).
Furthermore, Swartz (1998) elucidates that the foci of field struggle surround specific
form(s) of capital, that is, cultural, economic, etc., in which cultural capital plays the key
role in the field of intellect whereas economic capital provides the resources while
extending a persistent power struggle through legitimizing the dominant.
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According to Jenkins (2002), Bourdieu’s key concepts of habitus, field, and
practice cannot be used in isolation; they are rather interrelated and shape individuals’
behaviors and social situation that allow them to understand the particular field and
practice in it accordingly. All these three concepts work as a collective toolkit and
complement each other, in which the field provides the foundation for tools to be
practiced in the context of how, where and when, while habitus furnishes the objective
reality of the field and disposition(s) to operationalize oneself in it (Frank, 2002).
According to de Mejía (2002), language might be seen as a symbolic resource that
receives diverse values subject to the possession of symbolic resources. These resources
include cultural knowledge, highly valued specialized linguistic skills, and access to
valuable educational, social and material resources. The resources that constitute
symbolic capital become unique sources of power, prestige, and recognition, and acquire
a unique value with the passage of time. The resources (cultural, economic, and
linguistic) not only constitute symbolic capital of individuals’ habitus, but also become
unique sources of power, prestige and recognition operating in the field for social and
cultural reproduction through practice, or individuals’ social actions (emphasis added).
It is evident from the above discussion that Bourdieu’s (1991) sociological vision
of cultural and symbolic capital of language available for profit in the social interaction
marketplace is one of the main contributors to understanding identity in sociocultural
terms. In the light of Bourdieu’s (1977a, 1991) approach to language as a capital that
serves as a resource for symbolic power might also be one of the significant determining
factors of classroom participation and perception of the self (emphasis added). Moreover,
the distribution of inequitable forms of capital (e.g., linguistic, social, and economic) in
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the educational market, in which cultural capital is the key to academic success will
consequently cause different threads of power relationships in a classroom context.
Pierre Bourdieu: A Critique
Bourdieu’s (1977a, 1997) notion of social and cultural reproduction has played
the key role in informing scholarly work on the sociology of education and English
language teaching (e.g., Khalifa, 2010; Kingston, 2001; Mercuri, 2014; Tzanakis, 2011)
but has also received a profound criticism from leading scholars in the domain of
sociology of education, sociolinguistic and second language acquisition (e.g., Calhoun,
2003; Gal, 1989; Heller, 1992; Jenkins, 2002; Kingston, 2001; Lamont & Lareau, 1988;
Swartz, 1998; Woolard, 1998).
According to Harker (1990), Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital explains the
significant role that schools play in shifting and reproducing both cultural and social
inequalities from generation to generation. While endorsing Bourdieu’s (1977a) claims
about social stratification propagated through education systems, Tzanakis (2011) argues
that elite cultural capital (Kingston, 2001) exclude others socially and culturally through
extending favors to children from middle and upper class.
An ethnographic study by Khalifa (2010) about the role of educational leaders
with regard to African American students highlights that the leader treated the students
differently due to difference in the cultural capital where the culture of the white was the
one that was recognized as standard. Heath (1983) adopted an ethnographic approach to
study the U.S. classroom in a social context and found that mastery of knowledge and
linguistic skills of students or their cultural capital is valued on different parameters in
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schools. While locating schooling at the center in the context of social inequality, she
argues that schools reflect and reproduce social relations based on learners’ capital.
For Woolard (1998), the fundamental principle of Bourdieu’s notion of cultural
and social reproduction capital with reference to symbolic domination is flawed because
it does not leave a room for the likelihood of resistance and associates the hegemony of
power to a comparatively fewer number of particular language speakers. She further
argues that also Bourdieu’s use of marketplace metaphor cannot be limited to a single
setting because in any particular social context, there is the possibility of numerous
market places in which diverse language conventions allocate diverse values to particular
linguistic varieties and language behaviors. Yosso (2005) proclaims that cultural capital
(e.g., education, language, etc.), social capital (e.g., social networks, connections, etc.)
and economic capital (e.g., money, other material possessions, etc.) can be acquired in
two ways, that is, from one’s family and/or through formal schooling.
Gal (1989) put forward an argument that the speakers might use local language
practices as the symbol of solidarity and might be in an opposition to the symbolic value
of the dominant language through transforming the already established linguistic norms
and to erase their stigmatized social self. Bourdieu’s theory contributes significantly to
the sociology on education and English-language studies, but he is indebted to scholars
like Mauss, and Goffman and his theory of social reproduction is somewhat controversial
for two reasons; first, because it disturbs received wisdom, and second because it
encounters the misinterpretations, which play the fundamental role in shaping the social
order.
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Robbins (1993) found that Bourdieu’s notion of field is faulty on the grounds that
it is excessively complicates the interrelationship of the concept of power, human agency,
social dominance, and class cultures, which eliminates the likelihood for resistance. For
Swartz (1998), Bourdieu’s concept of field is unidirectional as it concentrates only on the
social dominance through social reproduction and neglects the likelihood of social
transformation.
Similarly, Nash (2002) finds Bourdieu’s habitus as closed ended because it closes
all the possibilities for self-choice. Jenkins (2002) criticizes Bourdieu’s concept of the
habitus on the grounds that it emphasizes the interrelationship of the objective
probabilities and individuals’ agentive and subjective ambitions, which is highly
deterministic because habitus can take different shapes based on different practice
available in the field. Sullivan (2002) argues that the term habitus is too vague to define,
and Carter (2003) argues that Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital completely eclipses
the nondominant social groups, which is as important for the nondominant social as the
dominant cultural capital is.
Obviously, the connection between schools and acquisition of linguistic and
social capital, more specifically English as cultural or linguistic capital, testifies to the
complacence of English in upholding social inequalities among different social stratums.
Schools as social sites provide the field (Bourdieu, 1977a) for cultural capital to
operationalize different structures of power relationship amid learners having unequal
proficiencies. Individuals use language to negotiate their self or identity in diverse
contexts (Norton, 2000), and such a construction of the self is negotiated via discursive
practices as a cultural and social process (Norton Peirce, 1995).
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Equal opportunities not only to English language learning, but also access to
education are the determiners of students’ skills that they acquire in schools, and hence
schools play the key role in developing language speakers’ identity and literacy skills or
capital. Education in this case not only refers to knowledge of social processes, but also
to symbolic representation of cultural socialization that creates the scenario of struggle
for second language learners’ identity negotiation (Mercuri, 2014). The imposition of
English in schools determines membership of social groups with political power
(Fairclough, 2003), threatens minority ELLs’ identity, and nurtures inequitable power
relationships that they negotiate both at schools and society (Cummins, 1996; Norton
Peirce, 1995).
As Bourdieu’s concept of capital, habitus, field, and practice are interrelated, none
of these can be used as a complete theoretical approach in isolation until and unless
complemented with one another where the capital finds its practical manifestation in the
field through individuals’ disposition or habitus. This study therefore uses Bourdieu’s
concept of cultural capital, cultural and social reproduction in a Pakistani ESL classroom
where access to the English language and education is considered as cultural capital, a
classroom as a social field, in which ELLs participate in classroom discourse and
negotiate their identity and power relationships which can also be termed as the habitus in
regard to an individual’s communities of practice.
The concept of cultural has been operationalized in research in different ways,
that is, participation in highbrow culture (e.g., Green & Vryonides, 2005; Vryonides,
2007), cultural resources (e.g., N. D. De Graaf, P. M. De Graaf, & Kraaykamp, 2000;
Sullivan, 2001), self-discipline (e.g., Nash, 2002), knowledge about the education system
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and the most appropriate schooling (e.g., Tooley, 1997; Tooley & Dixon, 2007), and
parents’ involvement (e.g., Reay, 1998), etc. To extend Bourdieu’s notion of cultural
capital and social reproduction to multilingual contexts, a Pakistani ESL classroom might
serve as a potential site for learners’ social juxtaposition and power relationships in
academic discourses. This study, therefore, thoroughly investigates the inequitable
distribution of opportunities and access to linguistic market (that in the case of this study
refers to cultural capital in an ESL classroom) and its effects on learners’ dispositions,
power relationships and patterns of participation in classroom discourses. In addition,
Bourdieu’s notion of cultural capital operationalized thorough a collective toolkit of
habitus, field, and practice provides a strong foundation to unpeel the embedded powers
in an ESL classroom for understanding both the processes causing varying levels of
participation in classroom discourses and nourishing academic and social inequalities.
Previous research (e.g., Duff & Uchida, 1997; Gee, 2000; Luke, 2004; Morita,
2000, 2004; Norton, 2000; Norton & Toohey, 2001; Norton Peirce, 1995; Pavlenko &
Lantolf, 2000) has already established the fact that a classroom setting is not only limited
to acquiring knowledge but it is also a social space where access and resources to
learning are not equitable. Bourdieu’s (1977b) social reproduction and cultural
reproduction theory is a suitable theoretical approach in regard to exploring and
understanding the impact of prior schooling or schooling structure on shaping learners’
academic and social life trajectories. Informed, therefore, by Bourdieu’s (1977b) concept
of cultural capital and Bourdieu’s (1977b) cultural reproduction and social reproduction
theory, this study explores ELLs’ identity and power relationships in a Pakistan ESL
classroom, affected and shaped by the cultural capital gained via prior schooling. This
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study also incorporates how inequitable cultural capital nourishes varying layers of power
relationships among learners from different schooling background that shapes
individuals’ dispositions at the microlevel and their social and cultural life trajectories at
the macrolevel outside the classroom. It is important to mention that in the present study,
I employed Bourdieu’s (1977a) notion of social and cultural reproduction in an integrated
manner through incorporating Bourdieu’s major concepts, that is, capital operationalized
in the given social field, which affects students’ social dispositions at varying levels.
Communities of Practice (CoP)
In addition to Bourdieu’s (1977b) cultural capital and social reproduction, this
study complements and uses the CoP approach (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet, 1992, 1998,
2007; Lavé & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998, 2000) to explore ELLs’ perceptions
regarding English language learning and positioning with reference to their English
language proficiency and its effects on their participation in an ESL classroom
discourses. The point of argument is that language use is not only the marker of one’s
identity, but also provides sites of struggle, resistance, empowerment, solidarity or
discrimination, and situational differences in power and privileges (May, 1999) in a given
community of practice (Lavé & Wenger, 1991).
A community of practice is a joint enterprise, which its members understand and
negotiate continually through mutual engagement and as a result develop the shared
repertoire that includes sensibilities, routines, artefacts, styles, vocabulary, etc. (Wenger
1998, pp. 74–85, emphasis original). A CoP thus comprises relationships amongst people
grounded in collective endeavors for accomplishing tasks together involving the ways
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that members share or develop shared cultural practices (Rogoff, Turkanis, & Bartlett,
2001).
As socially situated and constantly shifting to meet the needs of a circumstantial
self (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004, 2005, 2008; Norton, 2000; Taylor, 2014), identity is
negotiated through language use in given social circumstances—CoP like other social
practices in everyday practice and an individual’s disposition of relationships to the social
world. Nevertheless, the specific sociolinguistic practices in one’s social spheres, which
results in constituting the habitus, varying across individuals and social groups, are based
on social class, gender, and other dimensions of worldly experiences. These worldly
experiences in CoP, which in the case of this study is an ESL classroom, are rooted in
sociocultural conventions associated with varying values of symbolic capital—resources
that route economic and social success, and persistently influence and shape
differentiated social practice.
Speakers make deliberate choices of linguistic practices when engaged in
particular social or academic activities and most of the times affiliate themselves with
imagined communities or social groups and strive to establish power relationships in
communities of practice (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet, 1992, 2007; Lavé & Wenger, 1991;
Wenger, 1998, emphasis added). Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (1999, 2007) define a
(CoP) as “an aggregate of people who, united by a common enterprise, develop and share
ways of doing things, ways of talking, beliefs, and values—in short, practices” (p. 186).
In the words of Wenger (1998, 2000), individuals require legitimate peripheral
participation (emphasis added) in communities of practice to learn and be the legitimate
members of that community through more and more participation. Socialization is also a
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significant process of getting into one’s CoP in an ESL classroom, which predominantly
affects second language acquisition both in terms of communicative proficiency and
cultural competence or cultural capital, and such socialization processes do not occur
once in one’s life but such experiences continue as a part of our lives (Bucholtz & Hall,
2004).
As identity has been declared as a socially negotiated and determined process
(Norton, 2000; Norton Peirce, 1995), the implicit strings of identity negotiation might
affect power relationships in an ESL classroom comprising students with varying levels
of English language proficiency and may have complex academic and social
implications. In the present study, therefore, I approach English language learning
through classroom participation, negotiation of identity, and power relationships as a
situated social practice where an ESL classroom serves as field (Bourdieu, 1977b) in
which linguistic practice(s) are often deeply rooted in socially personified space or
habitus, but also in deliberate actions through exercising an individual’s social agency
(Bucholtz & Hall, 2004). I, therefore, complement Bourdieu’s (1977b) cultural capital,
and social reproduction with CoP (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet, 1992, 2007; Lavé &
Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) to explore how learning occurs within a specific CoP, that
is, a Pakistani ESL classroom, and how difference of knowledge or cultural capital
nourishes inequalities within the same CoP. For Lavé and Wenger (1991), learning could
be effectively understood as a social practice in relation to social communities and in
such cases schools settings could be treated as a potential social space as CoP where
learners strive not only to achieve academic success but also at the same times perceive
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their self (emphasis added) to be recognized as legitimate members of the community
they aspire belonging to.
A poststructuralist approach to identity negotiation and power relationships
emphasizes that identities are fluid, multiple and changing as in socially situated contexts
(e.g., Hall, 1996; Norton, 2000; Norton Peirce, 1995; Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004). As
language serves as a regulator for individuals’ group association (Kamwangamalu, 2007),
learners’ exposure to the dominant language practices, therefore, is extremely significant
for understanding the role of schools as social institutions and schooling in perpetuating
English as linguistic capital—a marker of the dominant academic and social status. In the
case of ELLs having diverse schooling backgrounds (which in the case of this study refer
to public and private schools), the dominant role of English at their tertiary education
may create core and peripheral participation in classroom discourses. This may
jeopardize not only the academic success of those having limited English language
proficiency but also their sense of upward academic and social mobility and their
academic and social life trajectories as well.
While viewing language learning concerning participation on the part of the
speakers or interlocutors in a given community, we should give due consideration to
positioning and discursive practices that promote participation (Martin-Beltrán, 2010).
Hence, it is worthwhile to complement Bourdieu’s (1977b) notion of cultural capital, and
cultural and social reproduction with communities of practice (Eckert & McConnellGinet, 1992, 2007; Lavé & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) for a comprehensive
exploration of ELLs’ perceptions about their language learning experiences at the
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microlevel, that is, in an ESL classroom context, and their implication at the macrolevel,
that is, social hierarchies kept through schooling.
Keeping in view the striking fact of English as a lingua franca, a gateway to a
privileged social recognition, and an overwhelming desire for acquiring a globally
dominant language, a large body of research has focused on different aspects of English
language learners such as ethnicity or race (e.g., Callahan, 2005; Callahan et al., 2010;
Kao & Thompson, 2003), immigrant minority (e.g., Darvin & Norton, 2014a, 2014b;
Fuentes, 2012; Kanno, 2003; Kanno & Varghese, 2010; Morales, Herrera, & Murry,
2011; Norton, 2000, 2013; Norton Peirce, 1995; Pavlenko, 2003a; Pavlenko & Lantolf,
2000; Toohey, 2000), gender (e.g., Gunderson, 2007), socioeconomic status (e.g.,
Greene, Marti, & McClenney, 2008; Gunderson, 2007; McClenney, 2007), teachers’
perceptions (e.g., Reeves, 2006, 2009; Walker, Shafer, & Iiams, 2004; Yoon, 2008) and
length of stay in native English environments (e.g., Cho, 2012; Collier, 1987, 1989;
Roessingh & Kover, 2003).
Composition scholars and applied linguists who studied ELLs’ academic literacy,
composition and their experiences in English as a second language (ESL) contexts (e.g.,
Callahan et al., 2010; Harklau, 2000; Harklau, Siegal, & Losey, 1999; Kanno &
Varghese, 2010; Matsuda, 2003; Norton, 2013) have found that a major cause for ELLs’
academic underachievement is their limited English language proficiency. Some leading
scholars of second language acquisition (e.g., Kanno, 2003; McKay & Wong, 1996;
Norton, 2000; Pavlenko, 2003b) assert that L2 acquisition rests on complex
sociopolitical, sociopsychological grounds and learners’ language learning outcomes;
language learning therefore, cannot be restricted to an already defined set of variables.

42

ELLs’ prior schooling and English language learning experiences could also be among
significant factors affecting their participation in classroom discourses, which, in turn,
might influence their perceptions of academic success, identity negotiation, and power
relationships.
The social perspective of identity negotiation and language learning leads us to a
final thought: that is, learners’ aspirations and associations with the world around them
are subjective and context-dependent. After establishing the theoretical foundation for
this study, I will present an exhaustive review of literature on situating the self (identity)
and closely related concepts, that is, positioning, language socialization, and agency,
followed by literature on classroom participation, schooling and academic success, and
English language learning with reference to bilingual and multilingual contexts.
Situating the Self in a Multilingual Classroom
Situating one’s self (emphasis added) refers to an individual’s worldview and
understanding of the self in relation to the social world around him or her, including the
view of the past with reference to future and how individuals want to be perceived in the
future, which is related to the use of language (Miller, 2000, 2007). For Hall (1996),
identity is a “stable core-self” while for other scholars it is dynamic, assimilated or
contradictory sometimes, and ever changing (e.g., Block, 2007; Early & Norton, 2012;
Norton, 2000; Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004; Pavlenko & Lantolf, 2000). For Holland et
al. (1998), the notion of identity is “lived and negotiated” that an individual establishes,
constantly makes and remakes through participation in sociocultural worlds. Identity is
not a static construct; rather it ever changes and evolves through one’s self-understanding
in the figured world of situated sociocultural contexts, usually shaped and constrained
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due to inequitable power relationships among speakers based on class, race, gender and
ethnicity (Norton Peirce, 1995).
Holland et al. (1998) found that individuals’ past experiences bring relevant
discourses to sociocultural settings and the interpretation of individuals’ actions vary
among the intended meaning and sociocultural interpretations. Norton (2000) expounds
the notion of identity as “… how a person understands his or her relationship to the
world, how that relationship is constructed across time and space, and how the person
understands possibilities for the future” (p. 5). The relationship between learners and the
social world reality is, therefore, understood while juxtaposed with inequitable social
structures, reproduced in everyday social interactions, in which language functions as a
gatekeeper of either access to or denial from entering into powerful social networks for
negotiating one’s self (Norton, 2000).
Gee (2000) extended the same notion further while arguing that an individual’s
construction of identity is dependent on cultural resources and perception of others.
These varying approaches resulted in two core concepts of identity, that is, “sameness
and difference” (Joseph, 2004; Woodward, 2003), that offer complementary perspectives
for studying identity where the former allows individual(s) to envision themselves as
members of the same group; while the later yields the setting for social distance on the
basis of disparities. Hence, identity being treated as a phenomenological process and
(re)construction of an individual’s reality (e.g., Harklau, 2000; Morgan, 1998; Toohey,
2000) is the analysis of context-based power relationships and socially situated
markedness (e.g., Bucholtz & Hall, 2004). Such a contextual situation offer opportunities
to individuals to be members of imagined communities, revisiting the past for
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envisioning the future, and situating the self within the local and global social word
(Wenger, 1998).
The poststructuralist perspective of identity emphasizes its fluid, diverse and everchanging nature (e.g., Block, 2006, 2007), which socially constructs, organizes, and
reconstructs individuals’ self through linguistic discourses (e.g., Pablé, Haas, & Christe,
2010), and relocates subtle subject positions through strategic use of agency (e.g.,
Zacharias, 2010). ELLs’ identity as a multidimensional social construct (e.g., Armour,
2004; Norton, 2000) puts them in a negotiated social context to make a sense of their self
through social negotiation of their language learning experiences from within and finally
to reconstruct the desired self (McKay & Wong, 1996; Norton Peirce, 1995; Zacharias,
2010).
According to Miller (2000, 2007) language use is a form of self-representation
deeply linked to one’s social identities and values. According to a poststructuralist
approach, identity is a site of struggle in diverse social sites that results in producing
subjectivity, structured by power relationships, which an individual adopts in different
subject positions, and which may be in conflict with each other (Norton, 2000). Identity
is not static; it is rather dynamic, diverse, contradictory, and multiple rather than unitary
as it changes over time and social space through delicate social negotiations (Duff, 2002;
McKay & Wong, 1996; Miller, 2007; Norton, 2000; Pavlenko, 2001).
ELLs associate their identity with the “imagined community”—a concept coined
by Anderson (1991) that suggests that a nation is a social construction that is ultimately
imagined by the people who perceive themselves as a part of that group. The community
is imagined (emphasis added) because their fellow members do not know most of the
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members even if they belong to the smallest nation. They do not meet one another or
even hear of them but each one of them has an image of their communion with other
fellow members as a community. Sociocultural context is very important in
understanding learners’ identity and the notion of identity varies in ESL and EFL
contexts. Norton Peirce (1995) conceptualizes identity with an economic term,
“investment” and argues that learners invest in their L2 acquisition with the
understanding and expectation of acquiring an extensive range of resources having a
strong symbolic significance that pave their way toward access to unattainable material
resources.
In his critical ethnography of Sri Lankan English language learners, Canagarajah
(1993) found resistance to the English language in students’ learning styles, which is
associated with their sociocultural world inside the classroom and their social world
outside. Classrooms, therefore, work as a social space for interplay between academic
practices and the social world that create the center and the peripheries of learning for a
learner with diverse linguistic ideologies and linguistic backgrounds (Canagarajah, 1999).
While struggling for power and autonomy from the periphery, learners exercise their
agency for opposing and resisting the (re)production of discourses of those in power
(McKay & Wong, 1996; Pennycook, 2001).
In McKay and Wong’s (1996) opinion, learners’ needs, aspirations, and
negotiation of identity is necessarily being understood as a constitution of learners’ lives
and their investment in learning the target language. The notion of identity also
presupposes that language learners’ use of the target language is not only an exchange of
information with the target language speakers, it also reflects efforts of establishing and
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adjusting a feeling of who they are, how they relate themselves and their investment to
the social world. Classroom setting, therefore, could be termed as a sociopolitical space
where interlocutors establish a complex web of power relationships, which not only
influence learning patterns inside the classroom, but also shape the outside social world
depending on their investment (Norton, 2000). This web of power relationships of ELLs
results in either inclusion with the privileged self or exclusion with the feeling of
disadvantaged disposition (Luke, 2004).
Morgan (1998) conducted a research study in a Canadian ESL classroom and
found that issues in regard to sociocultural relationships and social identity in a classroom
context persuade learners to reflect on their past and juxtapose it with the present for
negotiating their identity through classroom interactions. Goldstein’s (2003) ethnographic
exploration of English language learners and teachers highlights that language use in
monolingual classrooms and the dilemmas of silence or speech push both students and
teachers to revisit the past of their learning and teaching respectively and continuously
reshape their identities.
Valenzuela (1999) witnessed that formal or informal organization of schools
fracture students’ ethnic and cultural identities that cause linguistic, social and cultural
detachments among students. Such a scenario necessitates a shift in schooling or
education system, particularly with reference to instructional pedagogies to meet the
needs of learners from diverse cultural backgrounds irrespective of their gender, race,
social class, socioeconomic status, ethnicity and religion. Identity is not only the
recapitulation of one’s past and where an individual comes from, it is also related to what
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an individual expects to become, for which they revisit their past and construct their
identity in the present (Giampapa, 2004).
Norton’s (2000) study in Canada, McKay and Wong’s (1996) study in the United
States, and Miller’s (2007) study in Australia focused on immigrants as the participants
of their studies in ESL context. Kanno’s (2003) and Cameron’s (2003) empirical research
studies in an EFL context where English is spoken as one of the official languages offer
fascinating examples of how identities are constructed in relation to languages and the
society. Norton (2000) and Kamal (2003) conducted a case study research on Afghan
refugee children in Pakistan and found that their investment in English language learning
was associated with the imagined but literally existing community, and English served as
an image of possibility of association with such a community. Their findings show that
the participants’ attitudes toward English language learning and their associations with
the target society were quite different from learners’ identities explored in the context of
English speaking countries. The difference is that their perceptions were affected by a
positive dimension of identity influenced by their positive image of the target language
community that they hope to belong to someday in the future by speaking the language of
the community.
Norton (2000) argues that second language learners anticipate their future
participation in the communities they have imagined and such associations with the
aspired communities have a significant impact on their language learning. Learners’
investment in language learning at schools, therefore, is entirely associated with their
imagined communities of future affiliation where language is being considered to be a
unique way of access. According to Kanno and Norton (2003), language learners create
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imagined communities, that is, groups of people that are not accessible and immediately
tangible with whom learners get an association through the power of imagination. While
referring to migrant students, Norton (2013) argues that being equipped with varying
forms and levels of capital, migrant learners negotiate different identities across time and
space and bring multifaceted investments to their new classrooms at the microlevel and
communities at the macrolevel.
As economic position is the determiner of social classes (Kelly, 2012), and
individuals’ dispositions and power relationships are defined by the ownership of capital,
varying levels of cultural capital (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977) due to prevalent disparities
in education are brought into an ESL classroom. Dispositions developed through varying
levels of cultural capital might affect ELLs’ positioning, socialization, exercise of agency
and have significant implications for nonnative but linguistically diverse ELLs’
participation and investment in an ESL classroom.
Positioning, agency, socialization and participation have a core contribution in
English as a Foreign Language/English as a Second Language (EFL/ESL) learning
settings in shaping learners’ perceptions about English as the lingua franca and their own
competence in the target language. While taking into consideration the broader spectrum
of English as a second language learning scholars have worked on diverse aspects of
language learning, the most significant among those are exercising agency for negotiating
identity and navigating the institutional expectations, constructing power relationships,
and language socialization through participation in classroom discourses for achieving
academic success. In the following sections I will discuss the above-mentioned closely
related concepts to identity negotiation and power relationships.
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Positioning. According to Davies and Harré (1990), positioning denotes the
re/location of oneself and others, which incorporates the rights and duties of individuals
during interaction. For Anderson (2009), positioning takes place instantly in each
interaction but it has contextual ties throughout the particular interaction occurring in
sequential order that encompasses micro-, meso-, and macro-scales of social processes
indicating “local/immediate, institutional/intermediate, and structural/distal, respectively”
(emphasis original). According to Anderson (2009), the mediation of learning and
identity takes place through classroom participation, textual and social artifacts, and
crossing micro-, meso-, and macro-scales of social life through discursive processes.
Anderson further argues that teachers’ designs of objectives of curricular tools and
learners’ patterns of participation collectively facilitate opportunities for learning on one
hand and by positioning learners as kinds on the other through acknowledging patterns of
participation throughout interactions (emphasis original).
Tirado and Gálvez (2007) affirmed that it is improper to decontextualize any
action of positioning from the particular episode of its occurrence, since its significant
meaning advances concurrently with the development of the episode and sustains the
action. Members of the classroom negotiate their identities to be recognized by, and with,
any particular social group (Miller, 2000, 2007; Trueba, 2002). Classroom practices and
interactions work both ways; they formulate the social structure and hierarchy of the
classroom as a social setup and consequently influence the social significance of
interaction and positioning within the given context (Stone & Kidd, 2011). A few studies
while exploring positioning with reference to gender (e.g., Clarke, 2006), race (e.g.,
Zacher, 2008), identity negotiation (e.g., Anderson, 2009), and classroom participation
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(e.g., Martin-Beltrán, 2010) found that learners’ social positioning has significant effects
on the patterns of their interactions and the extent of access to learning prospects in a
classroom.
Similarly, Menard-Warwick’s (2008) study in an ESL classroom investigated the
patterns of social positioning exhibited in classroom discourse(s) and how it emerged as a
significant variable affecting language learning when teachers overlook students’ prior
language learning experiences and linguistic knowledge before preparing teaching
material about employment skills. Such kind of predetermined and expected level of roles
and proficiencies, and teachers’ assigned particular identities to learners, nourish a
situation that puts learners in nonresistant identity and unempowered positions.
The recursive negotiation of identity (McKay & Wong, 1996; Miller, 2007;
Norton, 1997, 2000, 2013) highlights that the emergence of inequalities in contemporary
multilingual social milieu is related to cherishing some languages carrying as a strong
capital at the cost of others and push individuals to complement their positions
accordingly. Students’ narrative recollection provides the forum for revealing how they
exercise their agency for becoming the agents of their learning through positioning the
self in social contexts and negotiating social identity relative to others (Norton & Toohey,
2001). While using positioning theory (Davies & Harré, 1990) in classroom context,
Clarke (2006) found that narrative recollection of students’ experiences empower them to
challenge the gender dichotomy and see it as a complex and multifaceted social construct
to negotiate their power and position from the marginalized to the mainstream member.
Reeves’ (2009) U.S.-based study reveals the ways secondary English language
teachers positioned themselves and constructed their identity as competent teachers while
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assigning some ascribed positions to ELLs and refusing to accommodate them
linguistically in classroom instructions. According to Vetter (2010), positioning serves as
a window to a series of interactions that enables teachers to use language in a way to
position their students as either readers or writers and construct their literacy identities,
and that might also be true in the case of learners. Kayi-Aydar (2014) found that how
students who participate actively in classroom discussions gain the leading positions,
shape their identity and contribute to other learners’ positioning and identity negotiation
and power relationships during classroom discourses, and offer teachers chances to know
about learners’ needs for success in academic and social settings.
Previous studies (e.g., Kayi-Aydar, 2014; Pavlenko & Lantolf, 2000; Reeves,
2009; Vetter, 2010) confirm that positioning is indeed one of the significant social
processes, which contributes to the navigation of the self in any given social
circumstances. An extensive exploration of ELLs’ positions unfolding in academic
discourses provides the grounds for further close examination of the associations amid
social positioning and identity, power relationship and English language learning in an
ESL classroom. Nevertheless, positioning in an ESL/EFL classroom is still less explored
with a few exceptions (e.g., Miller, 2007; Stone & Kidd, 2011), concentrating on
exploring how positioning as a poor or a good language learner occurs in continuous
interactions and affects learning and participation in classroom discourses and language
learning experiences over a long period of time where classroom serves as a social
makeup. As Pavlenko and Lantolf (2000) posit that positioning has a significant effect on
L2 learning, this study endeavors to add another dimension to the understanding of the
relationships between varying levels of cultural capital, that is, language and education
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acquired through prior schooling, participation in classroom discourses, and negotiation
of identity and power at both the micro (classroom) and macro (social) levels.
Language socialization. Language socialization (Ochs & Schieffelin, 1984) is a
methodological and theoretical paradigm for approaching how language is acquired as a
social process, similar to Bourdieu’s notion of habitus—one’s disposition of being in
relationship with the social world. Studies on language acquisition (e.g., Kulick &
Schieffelin, 2004; Springer & Collins, 2008) emphasize that language socialization refers
to an individual’s knowledge of language culture to become a competent member of
one’s social groups. Learners’ socialization through language while using it in social
settings is, therefore, the most essential and central dimension of the language learning
process (Kulick & Schieffelin, 2004).
According to Duff (2010), language socialization is the examination of how
construction and internalization of linguistic, pragmatic and other cultural knowledge
takes place through social experience(s) and how individuals socialize into certain
identities, ideologies and worldviews through language learning. Socialization aims at
understanding how children use language through social interaction through either
explicit or implicit messages about the appropriate use of language in different contexts
through using particular language forms in their natural sociocultural contexts (Ochs &
Schieffelin, 1984).
Toohey (2000) in her investigation about the socialization process among young
learners in their early schooling experience found that young ESL learners found gradual
access through peripheral participation (Lavé & Wenger, 1991) and membership to
academic discourses. Talmy (2009) opposes the idea of unidirectional acculturation
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through his study of high school ESL learners and argues that L2 socialization is
essentially a multidirectional process where the discourse(s) simultaneously change
through newcomers. He also argues that if ESL learners do not find socialization to the
desired or target CoP (Wenger, 1998), their limited participation might lead to an entire
withdrawal from curriculum related discourses and activities.
In her study of Canadian university students, Morita (2004) found that they
consistently constructed and reconstructed their identities while participating in academic
discourses. She also confirmed that participation, silence or resistance on the part of the
students was actually the representation of complex power relationships among students
with reference to culture, pedagogy, curriculum and above all, their identity. The
learners’ resistance to positioning in power relationships (Norton, 2000) in return
provides opportunities for them to position (Davies & Harré, 1990) themselves in the
ESL classroom through powerful academic and social discourses. When a learner
struggled and found it difficult to participate actively in classroom discourses, they
shaped their identity as an incompetent learner that resulted in difficulty for future
participation (emphasis added). Learners’ resistance to positioning and power
relationships (Norton, 2000) in return provides opportunities for them to position (Davies
& Harré, 1990, emphasis added) themselves in the ESL classroom through powerful
academic and social discourses. They construct their identity, that is, their voice, through
improving linguistic proficiency and identify themselves with a target CoP (Lavé &
Wenger, 1991) rather than the one they have been socially associated with.
Such examples from different academic contexts or schooling show the
interwoven relationship of agency, identity and class participation for learning the target
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language in a classroom context. Hence, learning target language is limited not only to
accumulation of linguistic skills, it is rather a socialization process that enables learners
to negotiate, construct and reconstruct their identities as members of a particular
discourse community (Lavé & Wenger, 1991). Valenzuela (1999) witnessed that formal
or informal organization of schools fracture students’ ethnic and cultural identities that in
turn create linguistic, social, and cultural detachments among students. Such a scenario
necessitates a shift in schooling or education system, particularly with reference to
instructional pedagogies to meet the needs of learners from diverse cultural backgrounds
irrespective of gender, race, social class, socioeconomic status, ethnicity, and religion.
Springer and Collins (2008) emphasize the significance of interaction and
socialization of learners in the target language in a classroom setting and with the target
speakers within the community for the improvement of their communicative competence.
While studying young learners in their early school experience, Toohey (1998, 2000)
found that they gained membership in academic discourse through gradual access,
strategic negotiation of their identity and socialization. To associate oneself with an
aspired community, agentive moves determine individuals’ positive construction of
identity when their participation was affirmed and acknowledged. The same is true for
negative identity construction due to their limited competence in L2 compared to more
powerful members of the discourse who have declared as competent language users
among students and instructors. Such examples from different academic contexts or
schooling show the interwoven relationship of agency, identity and class participation for
learning the target language in a classroom context. Hence, learning the target language is
not only limited to accumulation of linguistic skills; it is rather a socialization process
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that enables learners to position themselves, and negotiate and (re)construct their
identities as members of a particular discourse community (Lavé & Wenger, 1991).
Language socialization takes place in natural and informal settings where
individuals learn how to act in particular social or academic settings and develop an
understanding of the world around them through participation in daily activities and
everyday social interactions. Language socialization is not limited to the outside social
world as learners also socialize in institutional settings such as classrooms where they are
taught the skills of interaction with other people, and they learn what is expected of them
both in school and in society (Cook, 1999; Duff, 2010, 2012). Duff (2012) further
explains second language (L2) socialization usually takes place through the mediation
between old-timers or experts—more proficient and knowledgeable language users
having the target language culture and those with newcomers or novices— relatively less
proficient users. This mediation is not only associated with, and limited merely to the
acquisition of linguistic skills, but it also incorporates the values, ideologies, and
identities associated with the target language (Duff, 2012; Duff & Talmy, 2011). In order
to cope with the challenges, ELLs need a strong sense of agency in academic or social
settings to enable them to enhance chances of their academic success through
determination and resilience (Kanno & Harklau, 2012).
Agency. Poststructuralist social psychologists and anthropological theorists (e.g.,
Bourdieu, 1977a, 1977b; Giddens, 1984) define individuals as social actors or agents
playing the key role in the (re)production of social order through agentive moves.
Pennycook’s (1994) revolutionary study on language use elucidates that different
language varieties do not define people, but it is through individuals’ performance via
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language to show who they are and whom they belong to. Van Lier (2000) found that the
contextual and social relationship of agency defines different patterns of student–teacher
interaction and vocal participation of students indicates the operation of agency as a
behavior in the context of a classroom, not something that learners possess. Moje and
Lewis (2007) point out that the conceptualization of agency refers to a strategic
construction and reconstruction of selves, activities, identities, resources, histories and
cultural tools as embedded within power relationships. As learners’ agency in the
classroom offers opportunities for recognition of the self, more vocal and active high
school learners find more opportunities to acquire literacy skills compared to those who
remain silent during classroom discourses.
For a thorough understanding of agency, it is essential to highlight that agency
and identity are interwoven in culturally and socially constructed worlds (Holland et al.,
1998). The range of possible identities available for an individual varies in a particular
context as those possibilities are socially and culturally bounded. Further, identity is not a
fixed and static construct; rather, it is ever changing and evolving. According to Weedon
(1997), possible forms of social organization are contested through language and this
point is predominantly significant in a language classroom where learners learn the skills
for the construction and negotiation of their multiple identities in the target language. As
agency manifests in a variety of forms, such as resistance or overt participation, the
perception about acting in a particular mode in the classroom can be interpreted on the
basis of the discourses in the situated sociocultural contexts.
As agency is the strategic negotiation of identity mediated by cultural artifacts and
discourses, it is expressed in a variety of forms, such as silence, resistance, and active
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participation (Ahearn, 2001). It is also significant to note that the consequences of agency
vary in association with how the use of agency is interpreted and perceived and how it is
different from what an individual intends to establish through it. Such deliberate efforts
on the part of an individual for the negotiation of identities and understanding of actions
depend on the established cultural and social discourses within the situated sociocultural
context (Gee, 2000; Holland et al., 1998). So, a particular context or social situation
offers varieties of possible identities available in a particular context with possibilities
that are culturally and socially bounded.
Duranti (2004) argues that agency is an individual’s property for controlling
his/her behavior(s) in association with the social world and evaluates his/her actions in a
given social context for the target outcome. According to Hull and Katz (2006), learners
have the ability to construct an agentive sense of their selves as competent actors and
writers in the world as long as they get the space and encouragement to express who they
are. It is essential to perceive agency as an important sociocultural construct (Vygotsky,
1978) and to explore the interwoven relationships of identity, agency, power, and
language learning. Agentive moves take place through semiotic means such as cultural
artifacts and discourses (Holland et al., 1998) and such discourses either shape or
constrain agency within the situated sociocultural contexts (Gee, 2000).
Schools offer a situated sociocultural context of the figured world (Bakhtin, 1981;
Vygotsky, 1978) to learners by a culturally and socially constructed realm of
interpretation. Such contexts offer possibilities of recognition for particular actors and
characters through the significance assigned to particular outcomes (emphasis added).
Valenzuela (1999) while analyzing the role of schools in students’ identity, noticed that
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the formal and informal organization of schools breaks students’ ethnic and cultural
identities through creating linguistic, social and cultural disparities not only among
students, but students and stakeholders such as staff as well. This conceptual exploration
of identity with regard to situated sociocultural contexts (Holland et al., 1998) provides
the grounds to inform the opinion about ESL/EFL students’ agency, that is, strategic
construction and reconstruction of identities, activities, histories, and resources in the
context of power relationships (Moje & Lewis, 2007). In such social settings, agency can
be referred to as multiple actions on the part of an individual such as silence, resistance
and limited or active participation (Ahearn, 2001) in the situated contexts (Gee, 2000) of
academic discourses. Previous research (e.g., Liu & Littlewood, 1997) found limited
English language proficiency to be the major barrier in ELLs’ classroom participation
and exercise of agency in a constructive way. In the following section I will discuss
classroom participation in regard to ELLs’ experiences and how participation contributes
to English language learning and academic success.
Classroom Participation
Classroom participation plays a significant role in students’ learning and
academic success as it helps in developing learners’ critical thinking, and participation
rate of students in classroom depends upon the nature of institutions (Tsui, 2002). Active
participation on the part of students decreases their apprehensions about their learning
capabilities, classroom performance, peers’ evaluation, and overall perceptions about
their intellectual ability (Fassinger, 2000; MacIntyre, Dörnyei, Clément, & Noels, 1998).
For developing positive academic self-esteem (Fritschner, 2000), an extensive
exploration of students’ perceptions about verbal participation in the classroom
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discourses is indispensable in that it might be influenced by factors such as age and
preparation (Howard & Henney, 1998), gender (Howard & Baird, 2000), and class size
(Constantinople, Cornelius, & Gray, 1988), etc.
ELLs’ classroom participation has been explored in both content area and
language classroom settings, primarily focusing on how learners were reluctant to or
resisted participation (e.g., Chen, Warden, & Chang, 2005; de Saint Léger & Storch,
2009; Morell, 2007; Morita, 2004; Skilton-Sylvester, 2002). In addition to cultural
background as an affective factor (e.g., Lee, 2009), some studies also found other
affective factors related to ELLs’ individual differences and characteristics such as
anxiety, silence or unwillingness to speak (e.g., Mak, 2011; Pappamihiel, 2001), and
level of language proficiency (e.g., Cheng, 2000) as significant variables having a strong
influence on their classroom participation.
While studying ELLs, sociolinguistic researchers emphasize power relationships
in classrooms and provide a thick description of understanding learners’ experiences in
classroom participation and how ELLs are positioned in English dominant classroom
discourses and provided access to learning opportunities (e.g., Duff, 2002; McKay &
Wong, 1996; Trueba, 2002). Peers ridiculing behavior and ELLs’ accent also make them
conscious about their position in the classroom, which consequently limit their access to
learning, opportunities to participate in classroom discourses due to limited English
language proficiency and negative attitude toward classroom practices and school
academic atmosphere (Miller, 2000; Norton, 2013; Norton & Gao, 2008).
Martin-Beltrán (2010) found that learners’ perceived proficiencies at the
institutional level significantly influence their language learning outcomes while
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classroom participation and turn-taking patterns categorize them as legitimate speakers.
Additionally, those students who have already been declared as proficient language
speakers by their teachers have the likelihood of having access to hold classroom
participation as they gain authority through their teachers to be legitimate speakers, and
they also construct language-learning opportunities through social relationships outside
their classroom. Similarly, positioning at learners’ interpersonal level were noticeable in
peer collaboration as social groups where they position one another’s membership of
discourse communities based on different social divisions such as linguistic background,
ethnicity, race, family and social networks, and socioeconomic status.
A host of studies have identified a multitude of factors affecting classroom
participation that includes age (e.g., Fritschner, 2000; Howard & Henney, 1998; Howard,
James, & Taylor, 2002), gender (e.g., Crawford & MacLeod, 1990; Fritschner, 2000;
Howard & Baird, 2000: Howard & Henney, 1998; Howard et al., 2002), class size (e.g.,
Crawford & MacLeod, 1990; Howard & Baird, 2000), faculty authority and student–
teacher interaction (e.g., Howard & Baird, 2000; Stewart, 2007), and learners’
preparation and level of confidence (e.g., Ethington, 2000; Fassinger, 1996; Howard et
al., 2002; Peng, 2007; Weaver & Qi, 2005). These studies testify to the fact that students’
classroom participation plays an essential role in the learning process. However, the
effects of prior schooling and language learning experiences are yet to be explored
particularly in the context of Pakistan where access to English language learning
opportunities vary widely across different school systems (public vs. private), and which
end up preparing students for their higher education with varying levels of English
language proficiency.
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Implications: Schooling and Academic Success
According to Bourdieu (1997), schools are agents of symbolic violence (emphasis
added) against those having socioeconomically disadvantaged position, through
legitimizing the value of the dominant language and other established practices of
cultural capital, and often nourish sociocultural reproducing. A host of research (e.g.,
Bailey, Bruer, Symons, & Lichtman, 2001; Chamot, 2007; Cummins, 2000; Dumais,
2002; Dumais & Ward, 2010) demonstrates that many ELLs face challenges in achieving
academic success due to numerous reasons and the most significant are length of
academic language development, L1 interference in cognitive development, varying
levels of prior linguistic and cultural capital or knowledge, inequitable academic skills
acquired through curriculum standards, school practices, and the language of instruction
(Chamot, 2007; Cummins, 2000). ELLs’ academic adjustment to the new learning
environment is also important in the degree to which students can cope with academic
needs in an educational or classroom setting. Moreover academic adjustment has a strong
influence on their motivation for learning and performance in different academic
activities and show better results in academic success (Ramsay, Barker & Jones, 1999;
Rienties et al., 2012).
Bailey et al. (2001) argue that early language learning experiences determine
learners’ success in target language learning. Learners’ exposure to poor instructional
atmosphere and uncomfortable situations in the classroom might result in a permanent
failure. Song (2006) even associates inadequate use of target language with poor
performance in ESL classrooms and declares that lower target language acculturation
levels result in low academic achievement.
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Leki (2007) conducted a longitudinal study on four undergraduate students with
reference to their literary learning experiences in second language or L2 writing. She
asserts that the social capital or sociocultural relationships that students developed in the
university culture on campus are highly significant for their academic success. In addition
to a massive range of courses for students enrolled in community colleges, they also face
challenges of navigating diverse placement tests in most of the cases with a very minimal
level of guidance (Bunch & Endris, 2012), and hence the institutional setting fails in
providing them enough training to meet the standards essential for academic success.
Marx (2008) found that school culture adversely affects learners’ academic
success due to their diverse backgrounds because their home and school culture may not
coincide. If the culture valued at school is not compatible with the culture that ELLs
bring to school from home and communities, they hardly succeed in schools as they
usually cannot keep up with the assimilation to mainstream school culture due to their
diverse linguistic, cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds. In such circumstances ELLs
might find themselves in a challenging situation and might not be able to negotiate their
desires identities (Hollins, 2008).
While exploring educators’ viewpoints about ELLs’ academic success,
researchers (e.g., Jacobs, 2008; Marx, 2006) found that educators usually associate
learners’ lack of knowledge and motivation with pushing the learners to struggle with
their academic demands. If ELLs are not graded according to their capabilities, they
might develop the sense that their cultural background has no value in that particular
academic setting (McLaren, 2008), and might feel as outsiders and drop out of schools.
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Bialystok (2008) found that compared to monolinguals, bilingual schooling offers
better cognitive and educational outcomes among learners even with limited vocabulary
in each language due to their better metalinguistic competence. Gatbonton and
Trofimovich (2008) found that learners with positive attitudes toward the target language
culture help them in effective L2 acquisition compared to those with ambivalent or
negative attitudes. As language is an intrinsic part of one’s culture, explicit or implicit
presentation of the target language culture in schools’ curricula helps learners in
identifying themselves with the target community and determines the level of success in
the target language (McLaughlin, 1987).
According to Stevens (2007), parents prefer sending their children to elite schools
for acquiring prestigious credentials to help them to become a part of the well-ranked
social class. A three year–long ethnographic study of Valenzuela (1999) on immigrant
Mexican students and American-Mexican students’ schooling and academic success
highlights that generational background and both formal and informal organization of
schools (re)construct students’ ethnic and cultural identities in particular ways to create
cultural, ethnic, linguistic and social division among students and staff members.
In their sociolinguistic ethnography about a Catalan public school, Codó and
Patiño-Santos (2014) found that school categorization or “difference” is established
through different linguistic practices, which are implemented via pedagogical practices in
schools. They also found that deliberate choices for Spanish on the part of the students
reveal the dominance of Spanish as the language for academic success and social
mobility. Last but not the least, the status of institutes or ELLs’ institutional labeling
nourishes the tendency to think of the institution in deficit terms, which lowers teachers’
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expectations from ELLs and leads to academic marginalization (Harklau, 2000). Keeping
in view the social role of schooling (Giroux, 1992, 2001), I will discuss the role of
English language learning in bilingual and multilingual contexts in the following section.
English Language Learning in Bilingual and Multilingual Contexts
The demand of English is undoubtedly very high around the globe as it is the
language of the media, international trade, entertainment, services, and science and
technology (Crystal, 2003), which is also very significant in Asia. In South Korea,
academic credentials signify future economic prospects because the existing structure of
higher education system values graduation from elite universities as an institutional social
capital and an additional commodity to human capital, which furthers the way for social
prestige (Lee & Brinton, 1996; Lee & Simon-Maeda, 2006). Byun and Kim’s (2010)
investigation of the relationship between household capital and students’ achievements in
a South Korean context demonstrates that the central mediator in students’ academic
achievements and family capital is access to private tutoring, which is not common to
everyone. In spite of change in the language policy from English to Mandarin Chinese in
Thailand, English language proficiency is still the principal indicator for further
schooling, employment opportunities in foreign businesses and upward social mobility
(Choi, 2008; Ross, 2008). Prapphal’s (2008) study about ELLs in Thailand shows that
placement tests for universities is assessed on the basis of tests scores in English and push
secondary level students to devote an ample time to be best prepared for tests and even to
seek private tutorial coaching. Sasaki’s (2008) study in Japan stressed the same point that
students’ English language performance or proficiency is the key to their academic
transitions, and employment opportunities in the lucrative job market.
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Wu’s (2008) exploration of the Chinese education system with reference to the
interrelationship of cultural capital and students’ academic achievement reveals that
cultural capital has positive effects on students’ academics. Nomnian’s (2013) study on
Thai primary level schoolteachers of the English language reveals that they preferred
teaching standard English language pronunciation to their students for promoting
learners’ effective communication. The study further indicates that teachers, however,
found it difficult to teach pronunciation due to learners’ age, learning behaviors, comfort
level and above all, linguistic and ethnic backgrounds that work as a barrier to effective
teaching. Larson-Hall (2008) found that college students in Japan having early exposure
to the English language demonstrate better English language proficiency compared to
those having less exposure and limited hours of instruction.
While exploring the role of English in an Indian context, Kalia (2007) found that
students hailing from majority government-run schools in India are not exposed to
language culture and their bilingual situation in their home environment does not
facilitate competence in the target language. In the similar vein, Sultana’s (2014) study
on the division of English and Bangla medium schools in Bangladeshi school system
reveals that the nexus of English language proficiency and power relationships has a
strong influence on learners’ positioning in an undergraduate classroom setting. She
concludes that universities work as centers for social reproduction where students from
Bangla-medium public schools perceived themselves as disadvantaged as they find
participation in classrooms a daunting task and do not perceive themselves as legitimate
members of a classroom—a community of practice.
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Schooling either offers favorable opportunities or limits learners’ success to
acculturation and positive negotiation of identity. Recognition of the unique cultural and
linguistic experiences of English language learners brought to the classroom by those
hailing from different cultural backgrounds may prove helpful in increasing their cultural
capital through socialization and acculturation. Hence, schooling that incorporates
learners’ experiences in curriculum not only nourishes learners’ identity while they relate
their learning to the target culture and language but also engender effective language
learning (Furtado, 2010).
In the former colonies of the Great Britain such as Pakistan, the consolidation of
English is firm, continuous, and even increasing its linguistic capital not only because it
serves as a gateway to a lucrative job market employment in the corporate sector but also
includes benefits in the higher strata of the state sector (Rahman, 2007). The popular
debate about the unique characterization of schooling, particularly the private schools is
that their location is typically urban, charging high fees and catering to a selected
population that is elite, and this results in the ghettoization of language and linguistic
apartheid (Rahman, 2004, 2006).
Tooley (2007) observed that there is an overwhelming number of private English
medium schools even in the slum areas of India, confusingly calling themselves public
schools (schools that offer English medium schooling). The same is true in the case of
Pakistan where in majority areas private schools are named public schools as people
confuse the term public with a school that offers education in English. In the context of
Pakistan, the name of a school containing the word “public” is a symbol of providing
better education, presumably in English. Das, Pandey, and Zajonc (2006), while
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comparing the performance of students from private and public school mathematics,
taught in Urdu and English (depending on the type of school, that is public vs. private),
found that the children of an average performance in the private sector performed better
than those who performed in the top third of the public school system.
Pennycook (1994, 2001) while referring to socioeconomic prestige associated
with English reiterates that the acceptance of the significant position of English in
numerous educational systems around the globe has turned it into a gatekeeper of social
prestige, which functions as one of the supreme means of exclusion from or inclusion
into further education, employment, or social positions. In regard to sending children to
prestigious schools, the best noticeable and anticipated benefit for parents is achieving
human capital that will offer them economic opportunities or economic capital in the
future. Economic capital earned through prestigious schooling offer opportunities for
learners to transform into prominent, affluent, and dominant social circles for acquiring
social capital that help them in developing the sense of belonging to global imagined
communities (Ryan, 2006, 2009). Keeping in view the interchangeable nature of capital,
graduate students in the ESL classroom coming from different school backgrounds with
remarkably varying degrees of cultural capital, language training through schooling, this
study explores how prior language learning experiences and English language proficiency
could have potential effects on participation in classroom discourses and ELLs’ identity
and power relationships.
The equity issue is also a growing concern in Pakistan because the country’s
education system results in strengthening two socioeconomic poles—the well-trained and
well-versed elite in English medium school, and masses taught in Urdu medium public
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schools. The elite—wealthy or powerful can access elite English-medium schooling, and
that to a considerable extent has been made possible by the state’s institutions or
functionaries itself, not via market forces. Most significantly, the nonelitist stream of
public education, completely dependent on the state, functions in Urdu and the vernacular
rather than in English. This, obviously means that the students from public schools would
face greater challenges while competing for dominant social positions and lucrative jobs
in the powerful elitist domains compared to their English-medium counterparts (Khan,
Kazmi, & Latif, 2005; Rahman, 2007), and as a result increase disparities (Andrabi et al.,
2008).
In Pakistan, the school system is not uniform and students develop varying levels
of English language proficiency based on their schooling background. Alderman et al.
(2001) found that the performance of private schools is better than public schools in
Pakistan. According to Byrnes and Rickards (2011), Cook-Sather (2002), and Govinda
and Varghese (1993), students’ perceptions about their schooling has a strong correlation
with their academic performance. Hence, exploring ELLs’ English language learning
experiences in a Pakistani context, studying in an all-English academic environment at
their tertiary level of education but coming from diverse educational backgrounds is
significantly needed. The point of argument is that Pakistani ELLs beginning their
graduate studies having either minimal or very high exposure to English based on their
prior schooling backgrounds. Pakistan also presents a unique case of academic inquiry
because theoretically English has the status of a second language, but in practice, very
few students acquire English as a second language or L2 because of a highly stratified
schooling system.

69

Educational systems having institutionalized standards offer opportunities for well
off individuals to gain their knowledge, skills, knowledge and proficiency, and then
dominate the social setting for transmitting benefits across future generations (Hout,
1988; Lareau & Weininger, 2003) that results in the words of Bourdieu (1997) in the
transmission of cultural capital. According to Stanton-Salazar (2004), cultural capital
enables learners from working classes to capitalize on their social relationships or social
capital from peers with middle class background in rich sociocultural institutional
contexts for achieving their goals. Moreover, the concept of cultural capital indicates the
inculcation of competencies essential for academic achievement and educational success.
Few researchers have explored the school system in Pakistan (e.g., Alderman et
al., 2001; Das et al., 2006; Shamim, 2011; Tamim, 2013, 2014a, 2014b). In a study by
Alderman et al. (2001), it was found that students from private schools achieved higher
language and mathematics grades compared to those from government schools in
Pakistan. Moreover, a host of studies (e.g., Alderman et al., 2001; Andrabi et al., 2008;
Das et al., 2006; Khan & Kiefer, 2007) also found the evidence that families with the
lowest income prefer sending their children to private schools extensively, and the quest
for the best of the available schools increases with increase in income as children from
private schools show promising academic advancement.
Second or foreign language learning has also been proved to be associated with
individuals’ dispositions, their consciousness about the self and the social world around
them (e.g., Block, 2007; Kanno, 2003; Norton, 2000; Norton & Toohey, 2001; Pavlenko,
2003b; Pavlenko & Lantolf, 2000). Scholarly work on English language learning focused
on different aspects of ELLs such as ethnicity or race (e.g., Callahan, 2005; Kao &
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Thompson, 2003), immigrant minority (e.g., Darvin & Norton, 2014a, 2014b; Fuentes,
2012; Kanno, 2003; Morales et al., 2011; Norton, 2000, 2013; Norton & Toohey, 2001;
Norton Peirce, 1995; Pavlenko, 2003a; Pavlenko & Lantolf, 2000; Toohey, 2000), gender
(e.g., Gunderson, 2007), socioeconomic status (e.g., Gunderson, 2007; McClenney,
2007), teachers’ perceptions (e.g., Reeves, 2009) and length of stay in native English
environment (e.g., Collier, 1987, 1989; Roessingh & Kover, 2003).
Moreover, most of the studies on ELLs’ language learning experiences are based
in English speaking countries such as the United Kingdom (Martin-Beltrán, 2010;
Simpson & Cooke, 2010), the United States (Horner & Trimbur, 2002; Kanno &
Varghese, 2010), Canada (Krahn & Taylor, 2005), and Australia (Pearce et al., 2008).
The challenges that ELLs face in regard to their English language learning experiences
and academic success are not unique only to countries where English is spoken as L1 but
also prevalent in countries such as Pakistan where English is the official language and
dominant language.
The previous literature on cultural capital, identity, agency, socialization, and
power relationships supports the idea and perhaps necessitates the need to explore
students’ perceptions and negotiation of identity and power relationships in a Pakistani
ESL classroom. Moreover, ELLs’ past school experiences affect learners’ exercise of
agency for the negotiation of identity and how they position (Davies & Harré, 1990,
emphasis added) themselves while interacting with peer and teachers in in a Pakistani
ESL classroom. In short, this study is an endeavor to broaden the exploration of the
correlation of classroom participation, identity, power relationship and English language
learning not as linguistic skills, but a social process of negotiating and situating the self to
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be a part of a specific discourse community (Lavé & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998),
which in the case of this study is a Pakistani university ESL classroom (emphasis added).
Summary
Previous research in regard to ELLs have addressed interrelationship among a
variable number of factors such as gender, psychological, sociolinguistic, socioeconomic,
sociopolitical, and schooling and schools status (e.g., Abada & Tenkorang, 2009;
Boonchum, 2009; Bourdieu, 1977b, 1997; Callahan, 2005; Callahan et al., 2010;
Cummins, 2000; Giroux, 2001; Gore, 2006; Kachru, 2005; B. Kim, 2009; S. Kim, 2006;
Kubota, 2004; Kubota & Lin, 2009; Wang & Hannes, 2014), family affiliations and
educational preferences (e.g., Alderman et al., 2001; Chen et al., 2005; Das et al., 2006;
Hsieh, Sullivan, & Guerra, 2007), educational policies (e.g., Canagarajah, 1999, 2006a,
2006b), organizational challenges, socialization, and ELLs’ preparation (e.g., Duff, 1996;
Gao et al., 2007; Goldstein, 1997; Greene et al., 2008; Mercer, 2010).
Similarly, researchers have explored ELLs experiences based on different aspects
such as ethnicity or race (e.g., Callahan, 2005; Callahan et al., 2010; Kao & Thompson,
2003), immigrant minority (e.g., Darvin & Norton, 2014a, 2014b; Fuentes, 2012; Kanno,
2003; Morales et al., 2011; Norton, 2000, 2013; Norton Peirce, 1995; Pavlenko, 2003b;
Pavlenko & Lantolf, 2000; Toohey, 2000), gender (e.g., Gunderson, 2007),
socioeconomic status (e.g., Greene et al., 2008; Gunderson, 2007; McClenney, 2007),
teachers’ perceptions (e.g., Reeves, 2006; Walker et al., 2004; Yoon, 2008) and length of
stay in native English environment (e.g., Cho, 2012; Collier, 1987, 1989; Roessingh &
Kover, 2003). Yet, none of the studies focused on ELLs’ experiences at home cultural
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and educational settings and how it may affect their target language learning, academic
success, classroom participation, identity, and power relationships in an ESL classroom.
The review of literature also shows methodological issues in regard to employing
Bourdieu’s notion of cultural capital and social reproduction as these notions cannot be
used in isolation and necessitate that scholars have to complement them with other
related theories such as CoP (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet, 1992, 2007; Lavé & Wenger,
1991; Wenger, 1998) and positioning position (Davies & Harré, 1990) while treating the
classroom as a social space. The opportunity gap in different types of schooling may not
provide appropriate and adequate learning opportunities for ELLs to develop the target
necessary language skills necessary for academic success. It is thus essential to explore
ELLs’ perceptions and bring their lived experiences of schooling into the mainstream
research and stipulate real-world recommendations to develop learner-centered classroom
instructions. Such steps will not only increase the possibilities of academic success, but
also in turn will contribute to ELLs’ positive self-perception. The present study,
therefore, is an endeavor not only to identify the challenges that ELLs are supposed to
confront in an ESL classroom, but also contributes meaningful insights into literature
dealing with inequitable educational opportunities and extends the boundaries of
Bourdieu’s cultural and social reproduction and cultural capital to multilingual contexts.

73

Chapter 3
Methodology
As elucidated in Chapter 1, the focus of this study is a thorough exploration of
ELLs’ identity negotiation and the impact of power hierarchies in ESL discourses
established through English language proficiency during oral classroom participation.
This study also intends to illuminate the relationship between students’ prior English
language learning experiences, participation patterns in classroom discourses, the effect
of English language proficiency on their academic endeavors and the sphere of power
relationships in classrooms and their academic and social implications.
Design of the Study
In this study, I employed a sequential mixed-methods research design (Creswell,
Plano Clark, Gutmann, & Hanson, 2010), combining both qualitative and quantitative
methods to provide plausible answers to the questions put forth in Chapter 1. I began with
administering a quantitative survey, used for interpreting participants’ perceptions about
their perceived English language proficiency and classroom participation. The survey
was also used to see correlations among English language proficiency, classroom
participation, academic success, confidence level, and social identity. Classroom
observations were used to measure whether there were any differences in participation
among students based on their schooling backgrounds and English language proficiency.
Semistructured interviews aimed at exploring learners’ perceptions in regard to their
perceived English proficiency, frequency of classroom participation that might affect
their identity negotiation and power relationships in an ESL classroom.
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Employing a mixed-methods research paradigm is associated with the common
perception that combining both qualitative and quantitative data results in a better
understanding of the issues under study more thoroughly and deeply (Dumais, 2002).
Where qualitative research is claimed to be more suitable for comprehensive data
collection and inductive reasoning (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Eisner, 1991; Eisner &
Peshkin, 1990; Willis, 2007) based on the contextual understanding of complex social
realities (Creswell, 2002; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam, 1998), quantitative research
provides an opportunity to gather data suitable for deductive generalization (Creswell,
2002). Moreover, the complex nature of social issues associated with individuals’ cultural
capital and the role of habitus in social and academic settings is challenging to be
observed empirically, but its interpretive understanding is possible (Reay, 1998).
Nevertheless, the quantitative data in the study only encompassed participants’ surveys
used for establishing whether they associate their cultural capital and English language
proficiency to their schooling background. Classroom observation served to testify
whether students from different schooling backgrounds demonstrate varying levels of
English language proficiency and participation in classroom discourses.
Qualitatively, I employed an ethnographic case study design for a thorough
understanding of ELL’s language learning experiences. The rationale for employing case
study design coupled with an ethnographic approach is primarily to have an extended
association with students’ daily academic routine through observing what happens,
making audio recordings, and listening to what is said for collecting naturally occurring
data that will help in providing descriptive details for new insights into the issues
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(Atkinson & Hammersley, 1994), which in the case of this study is identity and power
relationships in an ESL classroom.
As an ethnographic approach demands a prolonged engagement with the study
participant, I kept in consistent touch with the participants covering a total of 24 weeks,
comprising survey administration, classroom observation, and semistructured interviews.
Over this period, I spent most of my time on site, socializing with the participants and
gaining access not only to their academic life, but also exploring some significant aspects
related to their social lives. Prolonged engagement with the study participants
(Carspecken, 1996; Creswell & Miller, 2000; Merriam, 1998, 2009) offered opportunities
for a thorough understanding of how ELLs’ prior schooling and English language
learning participants’ experiences, and current classroom discourses influenced their
academic and sociocultural life trajectories.
An ethnographic approach (Carspecken, 1996) is central to this study because it is
based on prolonged involvement with the participants applying a range of research
techniques such as interviews, observation, diaries, journals, documents and focus groups
because “we cannot study the social world as a detached observer” (Atkinson &
Hammersley, 1994, p. 243). In addition, ethnography is suitable for this study because it
focuses on the insiders’ perspectives (which in this case refers to ELLs) in the broader
sociopolitical and economic context that provides circumstances for shaping students’
lives and perspectives (Carspecken, 1996; Smyth, Angus, Down, & McInerney, 2006;
Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003, 2010).
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Site of the Study
This study was conducted at one of the leading public sector universities situated
in Islamabad Capital Territory, Pakistan. While all students must be academically sound
(as determined by the admissions criteria set by the University), as a leading federal
institution the University has quotas for admissions to students from all regions across
Pakistan and the medium of instruction in all degree programs is English. The choice of
this institution made it possible for me to include students in my study from all major
regions and major ethnicities in Pakistan. The selected institution offers admissions to
academically sound students from different regions in accordance with the admission
criteria set by the university for evaluating prior academic record of the applicants (see
Table 1). Table 1 indicates the breakdown of attendees by region.

Table 1
Regional Quota for Bachelor’s and Master’s Programme
Quota
Merit
Punjab (including Federal Area of Islamabad)
Sindh, Sindh including Karachi (Rural 60% and Urban 40% of 19%)
Khyber Pakhtoon Khwa
Baluchistan
Gilgit Baltistan/Federally Administered Tribal Areas
Azad Kashmir
Total

Percentage
7.5%
50%
19%
11.5%
6%
4%
2%
100%

Source: Quaid-i-Azam University, Islamabad (http://www.qau.edu.pk/admission-quota/).
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The existence of these quotas ensures geographic diversity among the student
body and, therefore, makes this university an appropriate site for examining differences
in schooling success as it relates to prior schooling and regional background.
Setting—the ESL Classroom
The classroom that served as a potential setting for this study was in the
Department of Linguistics at the selected university where students enrolled in the
Master’s program (M.Sc. Linguistics) were selected as the participants. The reason for
recruiting students pursuing graduate studies in linguistics is that they are expected to be
comparatively more proficient in English than students in other majors of social and
natural sciences. The course selected for data collection was English Language
Proficiency (En-001). The classroom was designed in a way that students were supposed
to sit in rows facing the white board with the instructor always in front of the class.
Having a rostrum, a computer station and a white board in the front, the classroom was
not configured to facilitate group discussions or any other language learning activities as
students sat in wooden chairs with small wooden tablets, in three to four long rows
almost touching the sidewalls. The structure of the classroom, which was suitable for
lectures, also put some restrictions on student–student interaction because they either had
to turn their faces or only talk to the students sitting beside them.
Participants of the Study
The number of participants informing the quantitative side of this study consists
of 80 graduate students; eight of these were also selected for interviews as focal
participants who inform the qualitative side of this study. All but one of the participants
were between the ages of 20–25 years, and all were studying in the Department of
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Linguistics and majoring in linguistics at the selected university. The participants hailed
from either a public or a private school background. The type of schooling significantly
characterizes their exposure to the English language or the dominant language affecting
their prior and current English language-learning opportunities. These two broad
categories are expected to differ in English language proficiency levels (the case of the
present study only focuses on spoken proficiency), career orientations, possibilities of
interacting with peers proficient in English, and exposure to facilities such as satellite or
cable television, the Internet, theaters showing movies in English, opportunities of
speaking English outside the classroom, interactions with native English speakers in
addition to different curriculum taught at different type of schools. This study therefore,
recruited students from both public and private school backgrounds through purposeful
selection (Creswell, 2002), which helped me in recruiting enough numbers of students
with unique characteristics for exploring ELLs’ English language learning experiences
vis-à-vis identity negotiation and power relationships in an ESL classroom.
The participants for this study were recruited through administering information
sheets containing details about gender, school background, years of exposure to the target
language, and the language of school instruction, etc. (see Appendix D). The potential
subjects for this study were contacted with the help of the concerned authorities in their
institution via an official letter from the Coordinator of Applied Linguistics, University of
Memphis. The department chair of the selected university informed the potential subjects
through either emails or announcements with the help of instructors. In addition, prior to
starting formal data collection, students were invited via meetings with the chair of the
department of linguistics and concerned instructors for participation in this study on
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volunteer basis. After the formal approval of the chair, students were invited for an
information session for familiarizing them with the nature of the study project and how
the data collection would take place. I was given an opportunity to explain the project
with special reference to its objectives, procedures of data collection, the participants’
roles, their rights, protection of identity, and the potential benefits of participation in the
project. In addition, I arranged an extensive information session for the participants to
familiarize them with the ethical issues and how to take care of them while participating
in the project. The contents of the consent form contain a detailed description of the
potential ethical challenges while being either a participant or a researcher in a study
project.
After a thorough scaffolding session the students who agreed to volunteer for this
study signed the consent form and allowed me to audiotape their interviews, observe
them in their classroom(s), audiotape classroom discussions, and disseminate the results
in academic conferences and scholarly publications. For the maximum privacy protection
of the participants and avoiding the potential harmful incidents during data collection and
afterwards, I anonymized the data through assigning pseudonyms to all the participants.
Participant identities were coded with pseudonyms on all transcribed audiotapes. All the
data have been kept locked under my strict supervision in private and personal locker(s).
The soft copies of the data have been kept in password protected computers and drive(s),
which will be discarded after this study project is completed. University of Memphis
Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was granted before the formal start of the
study (see Appendix E).
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Criteria for participants’ recruitment. The recruitment criteria for the focal
participants in this study were all based on the following points. First, they were full time
graduate students of the selected university majoring in English/linguistics; second, were
between the ages of 20–25 years; third, had completed at least 14 years of education
according to the existing education system in Pakistan; fourth, were not graduating before
the completion of final phase of data collection; and finally participated willingly and
voluntarily, sharing their experiences as elaborately as possible and clearly stating they
understood all the information provided to them prior to the interview, survey
administration and classroom observation.
Graduate students enrolled in Master’s programs in linguistics, fall 2013 to spring
2015 session, were found eligible. As there is a growing tendency in research on ELLs to
provide adequate information about the study participants in regard to gender, age, level
of proficiency, major of study, and the length of exposure the target language, purposeful
selection (Creswell, 2007, 2013) procedure was adopted for participants’ selection in the
study. The following section provides a complete description of the schooling, regional
and ethnic background the participants (see Table 2).
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Table 2
Participants’ Ethnic and Regional Background
Region/Province/Affiliated Territory
Punjab
Sindh
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
Balochistan
Gilgit Baltistan
Azad Jammu & Kashmir
Islamabad
Federally Administered Tribal Areas
Total

Frequency
41
8
11
7
4
4
4
1
80

Percentage
51.2
10.0
13.8
8.8
5.0
5.0
5.0
1.3
100

As shown in Table 2, the highest number was from the Punjab, that is, 51% (n =
41). The reason for the highest number from the Punjab is that more than half of the
population, that is, 55.6% is from the Punjab (Government of Pakistan, 1998) and access
to education is better there compared to other regions. The participants from Sindh were
10% (n = 8) although the population of Sindh is 23% (Government of Pakistan, 1998). A
plausible reason for the lesser number might be limited access to education. The
participants from KPK were 14% (n = 11) whereas the population of KPK is 13.5%
(Government of Pakistan, 1998) and a plausible reason for more participants from KPK
might be its closer proximity to Islamabad. Participants from Baluchistan were 9% (n =
7) while the population of Baluchistan is 4.5% (Government of Pakistan, 1998) and the
quota system gave them a chance to be enrolled in the leading university of Pakistan that
otherwise might not have been possible due to lower education ratio in the province of
Baluchistan. Participants from Gilgit Baltistan were 5% (n = 4), AJ&K 5% (n = 4),
Islamabad 5% (n = 4), and FATA 1% (n = 1). Overall, the percentage of the participants
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provide due representation to all the regions of Pakistan including the affiliated
territories. Regional representation is important for the present study because Pakistan
has diverse regions differ in access to education, socioeconomic status, and sociocultural
ideals.
Other possible factors that might have an influence on English proficiency/prior
schooling were the type of school (public/private), and the location (urban/rural). Based
on the research questions, this study engages participants from two distinctive groups of
participants: public school (Urdu medium schools) students (N = 35) and private school
(English medium) students (N = 45). For insuring regional and ethnic representation of
ELLs, this study recruited students hailing from different major ethnicities and regions of
Pakistan, which includes Punjab, Sindh, KPK, Baluchistan, and the affiliated territories of
Gilgit Baltistan, FATA, and AJ&K. Of the total (N = 80) the educational backgrounds of
44% (n = 35) of the students in this study were from public schools using Urdu as the
language of instruction, and 56% (n = 45) from private schools using English as the
language of instruction.
Criteria for the focal participants’ selection. As Stake (2000) states, proper
selection of participants is very important for reliable case studies. I selected the eight
focal students on the basis of their schooling experiences (including school type), initial
classroom observations, class instructors’ suggestions and my rapport with the students
due to repeated interaction for an extended period of time. Those eight students were
highly cooperative and provided rich data in terms of their prior schooling, English
language learning experience, and their current stance about their position in classroom
discourses.
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Focal students are ideal for offering supplementary and focused responses and
could be treated as representatives of the whole group under exploration. Focal
participants offered me not only possibilities of using interviews in conjunction with
surveys and classroom observations to identify themes or recurring patterns, but also
served as a tool for interpreting data from multiple perspectives, suitable for both
inductive and deductive interpretations and comprehensible set of generalizations (Miles
& Huberman, 1994), and representing all the regions, ethnicities and school background.
It is important to mention that the participants in the present were from either
public or private schools. Religious seminaries (as described in Chapter 1) were excluded
because their curriculum is not standardized and since English is not the language of
instruction, religious seminaries students have limited exposure to English. The plausible
reason for excluding religious seminaries is that their syllabus is not compatible with
those followed by other two types of schools.
Study Variables
Dependent variables characterizing this study are English language proficiency,
classroom participation, social identity, academic success, and confidence level in
speaking English while independent or predictor variables include prior schooling
background, gender, and school location. I administered a survey questionnaire to ESL
students containing questions about all the intervening variables to examine how
students’ attributes have a direct and indirect influence on classroom participation,
identity and power relationships. The participants responded to a survey comprising two
sections; first section is demographics containing 12 items, and second section is study
variables containing 34 items (on a 5-point Likert scale) designed to address the

84

following themes: first, schooling as the predictor of English language proficiency
measured through participation in classroom discussions; second, English as the predictor
of social prestige and academic success; third, self-reported English language proficiency
assessment; and fourth, confidence to participate in classroom discussions (see Appendix
A). In the next section, I will discuss phases and procedures of data collection.
Data Collection Phases
The data collection process of this study consists of three phases: first, piloting,
second, data collection over a semester, and finally, follow-up with the participants. The
reason for splitting data collection into three phases was first, to see the feasibility of the
study and test the study instruments for including the most important items in it; second,
to complete a detailed data collection to record students’ perception over an extended
period of time; and finally, conduct a follow-up to record the final thoughts of the
participants and record the changes in perceptions (if any). For an exhaustive exploration
of ELLs’ perceptions, three data collection tools were used, that is, surveys, classroom
observation, and individual semistructured interviews. Data were gathered from multiple
sources with the expectation of unpacking significant themes more thoroughly and
deeply, and provide a “…thick description of the whole set of data for corroboration or
negation” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Phase I—Piloting. For confirming the feasibility (Robson, 2002) of the study and
narrowing down the research area, data content, and study procedures (Yin, 2003), the
first phase of the study was dedicated to pilot test the survey, classroom observation
procedures, and semistructured interview protocols through recruiting four students for
surveys, two students for interviews, and one students for classroom observation. The

85

piloting extended over a period of one month (four weeks). The seven participants who
volunteered for the piloting phase of the study were not recruited to participate in the
extended data collection and final follow-up of the study. Participants were given detailed
directions on how to respond to the surveys and reflect on their language learning
experiences since the insights garnered from this phase of the study would make a
significant contribution in including the most important items of inquiry in surveys,
interviews questions, and the protocols for classroom observation.
In addition, the piloting also proved instrumental in an effective extended data
collection and the final follow-up. Two experienced ESL instructors with a substantial
experience in research on ELLs evaluated both the data collection tools and the results of
the piloting as raters who suggested modifications to the survey questions and a rubric
used for evaluating the participants’ responses to the survey questions. As the
significance of piloting lies in the goal to ensure the content validity and consistency of
the survey and the acceptable level of reliability of the results, the survey questions,
rubric for classroom observation, and preliminary semistructured interview questions
were revised and incorporated in the instruments before extensive data collection in
Phase II.
Phase II—Prolonged data collection. After incorporating the modifications
suggested by the experts in the piloting phase of the study and keeping in view the
requirements of an ethnographic study, data were collected over a period of four months
(16 weeks). The quantitative data informing the study were collected through survey,
made accessible to all the students enrolled in linguistics in the selected institution. The
prolonged data collection enabled me to have access to almost all the students majoring
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in linguistics in the selected institution promising a higher response rate from them to the
survey due to my rapport with them.
To ensure the maximum response rate, I contacted the chair, linguistics
department for permission to conduct the study and inform students about how the whole
data collection process would take place. Few students were not present the day I had a
scaffolding and information session with all the students. For ensuring to give a chance of
participation to each and every student, I left copies of the survey booklet with the
concerned instructors and gathered completed surveys from them two weeks later. Before
administering the survey, a unique identification number was assigned to each participant
that served as a means of selecting the focal students for interviews and classroom
observation.
After the survey administration, I selected the focal students for semistructured
interviews and classroom observation. The focal participants were interviewed to record
their perceptions about English proficiency. I also observed them in the classroom to see
both frequency in classroom discussions and their English proficiency. The classroom
observation included the global complexity (Foster & Skehan, 1996) of the focal
participants’ English proficiency that includes the nature of sentences they used, initiative
taking, the number of turns in a discussion, and asking and responding to questions.
Phase III—Participant follow-up interviews. The final phase of the study
comprised interviews with focal participants and extended over a period of a month (four
weeks). This phase of the study took place after transcribing, coding, and analyzing
interview data collected in Phase II. The rationale for the follow-up interviews was, first,
to ensure whether ELLs’ perceptions in regard to their English language knowledge
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changed after studying in English for the whole of their Master’s program and, second, to
get more data for some themes that needed further elaboration. This phase of the study
was identical to Phase II, in which I was involved as a facilitator to make the discussion
thorough and sustained, devoid of judgmental attitude throughout, and encouraged
participants to share their feelings as thoroughly as possible. In the light of content and
thematic analysis of participants’ responses to the surveys and interview questions, I
conducted follow-up interviews with the focal participants. The follow-up phase of data
collection enabled me to reflect on the already emerged themes and align them with the
changes in participants’ perceptions (if any). This final round of data collection lasted for
four weeks and the participants were asked to reflect upon the themes that emerged as a
result of the Phase II of data collection, which helped me in drawing the links between
the themes that emerged in both Phases II and III. Table 3 provides details of data
collection timeframe.

Table 3
Data Collection Timeline
Phase
I

Data collection type
Pilot study

Data collection tools and procedures
a. Survey administration
b. Semistructured interviews
c. Audiotape classroom observation

Timeframe
4 weeks, March
2013

II

Extended data
collection

a. Survey administration
b. Semistructured interviews
c. Audiotape classroom observation

16 weeks, August
2014–January 2015

III

Final follow-up

Semistructured interviews

4 weeks, September
2015
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Data Collection Procedures and Tools
As mentioned above, the data for the study were collected in three phases via
surveys, semistructured interviews with focal participants, and audiotapes of classroom
interactions in a Pakistani graduate ESL classroom. The selected institution for data
collection serves students hailing from low to medium socioeconomic backgrounds with
the exception of a limited number of students coming from all the regions of Pakistan.
The rationale for using three different types of tools for data collection was to triangulate
the data and ensure the reliability of the results. The following sections provide a detailed
description of how I used each tool of data collection. Methodological triangulation
(Brown & Rodgers, 2003) refers to a process, which incorporates multiple sources
(Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2011; Yin, 2003) of data for investigating the same
research problem (Brown & Rodgers, 2003; Mackey & Gass, 2005), enhances the
validity or credibility (Johnson, 1991) and reduces the “observer’s paradox” (Brown &
Rodgers, 2003; Labov, 1972).
Student survey. A survey comprising five sections and 46 items was used for
collecting quantitative data in this study. According to Gray (2013), having the
shortcoming of low response rate and inaccurate answers, surveys are one of the most
popular data collection tools as they enable researchers to collect data in a shorter period
of time. Moreover, surveys are easy to administer, and are cost effective as well as easy
to code and analyze (Gillham, 2008).
In order to ensure the content validity (Woodrow, 2014) of the survey, two ESL
instructors having an extensive expertise in ESL teaching and research background
reviewed the survey instrument and suggested revisions. Experts’ suggestions were
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incorporated in the survey instrument before piloting to make sure that the final version
of the survey comprised the essential items related to find plausible answers to the study
questions. Since the study explored ELLs’ perceptions, I only relied on collecting data
from students through students’ self-reports and did not incorporate ESL instructors’ or
any other stakeholders’ perceptions in the study. The survey’s structure was closed-ended
comprising Likert-type questions. Eighty-four surveys were administered to the
participants and the response rate was 100% with the exception of four surveys received
after due time. However, those survey responses were not included as potential data of
the study that decreased the response rate to 96.2%.
Classroom observation. Classroom observation is considered one of the utmost
practical techniques for gathering naturally occurring data (Mason, 2004) while exploring
and deriving meanings from individuals’ relationship to the social world (Mercer, 2010).
As this study is based on a mixed methods ethnographic case study approach, systematic
classroom observation, ethnographic analysis, and sociolinguistic and sociocultural
analysis were used to explore how participation in classroom discourses affects academic
success (Mercer, 2010). Classroom participation is usually focused on four key traits:
first, grammatical accuracy, second, syntactic complexity, third, lexical diversity, and
fourth, fluency as a criterion for determining the nature and role of complex interaction
patterns in a classroom (Foster & Skehan, 1996; Hunt, 1965; Iwashita, Brown,
McNamara, & O’Hagan, 2008; Larsen-Freeman, 2006; Norris & Ortega, 2000).
However, in the present study, I focus on the global complexity (Foster & Skehan, 1996)
of the participants’ language while focusing on the following categories: simple
sentences, coordinate clauses, subordinate clauses, transition words, frequency of turns,
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initiative taking, response to questions, and asking questions. Classroom observation was
conducted in two phases, that is, whole classroom observation and focal students’
observation. The following sections provide a detailed account of the two phases of
classroom observation.
Phase I: Whole class observation. This phase of classroom observation was
approximately four hours that took place in September 2014, observing all the students
present in the class, taking field notes and audio recording the classroom discussions.
This phase of the study served a few purposes: first, it provided knowledge of the
physical arrangement of the classroom, second, it gave me a chance to sit in the class and
built rapport with the participants, and third, it helped me to keep track of teacher–student
and student–student interaction in the best way. All the participants and the instructor(s)
agreed to audiotape recordings, which I supplemented with field notes for additional
details. I identified students and categorized them in groups such as active participants,
moderate participants, and inactive or quiet participants. I chose eight focal participants,
taking into consideration their schooling and regional background and gender to ensure
including students from all regions. In addition, peers’ and instructors’ perceptions were
also employed in selecting the focal participants.
Phase II: The focal participants’ observation. Based on my initial classroom
observations and in consultation with the instructor, I moved forward with 15 hours of
observation both audiotaping and taking field notes focusing on these eight students.
Before starting classroom observation I devised a log to observe focal participants (see
Appendix C). All audiotapes were transcribed verbatim afterward except for terms or
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clauses in Urdu (appearing in italics in transcribed data), which were first translated into
English and then transcribed (see Appendix F).
This phase of classroom observation served a few purposes: first, it provided me
an opportunity of prolonged and persistent engagement with the participants, second, it
allowed me to focus on classroom discourses to capture participation of as many focal
participants as possible, and third it helped me to develop preliminary questions for
semistructured interviews with the focal participants. Above all, the data gathered via
classroom observation supplemented with field notes provided significant information for
triangulating with surveys and semistructured interviews. In the following section, I will
provide a detailed account of semistructured interviews.
Semistructured interviews. In the light of insights gained from surveys and
classroom observation, I conducted semistructured interviews with each of my 8 focal
participants, with one or two follow-up shorter interviews (if necessary). All interviews
were primarily in English with occasional code-switching to Urdu. All the participants
were given a choice of language for the interviews; all chose English with the provision
of code-switching if they did not feel comfortable with English. However, Wahdat chose
Urdu and she was interviewed in Urdu. All eight focal participants were interviewed
according to the protocols mentioned in the consent form and were limited to 30 minutes.
The interview protocols (see Appendix B) were composed of, but not limited to,
questions about students’ English language learning experiences primarily related to their
prior schooling, educational background, perceptions about English learning, the
rationale for optioning English or linguistics as their major field of study, the role of
English in their academic and social life, self-report about English language proficiency
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frequency of participation in classroom discourses, and identity negotiation as an ELL
and its effects in power relationships in the classroom.
Interview Data Transcription
As mentioned earlier, the interviews were audiotaped and transcribed verbatim
except for some expressions in Urdu, which were converted to an English gloss and then
translated into English. Any translations from Urdu to English are italicized. The first
draft of the transcribed interviews was double-checked with the participants for ensuring
the accuracy and authenticity of what they said and meant. As there was no translation
involved for the major part of the transcription, I did not face any methodological issues
pointed out by some researchers (e.g., Peña, 2007) except for finding linguistically
equivalent terms of vocabulary while translating a few utterances into English.
In the following sections I will provide a detailed description of my role as a
researcher and how I ensured the validity and reliability of the data.
The Researcher’s Role
My role as a participant-observer throughout data collection inevitably brought
into play my biography and other subjectivities associated with my narrative as a student
to each and every phase of the study and influenced me while asking questions. However,
this subjectivity did not influence participants’ interactions and responses that could
jeopardize the authenticity of some of the analyses; hence, I always gave a listening ear to
their insights into their experiences (Yin, 2003).
My shared academic and sociocultural background served as a source for labeling
and defining my participants’ identity; in fact, it paved the way for their convenient
availability for informal conversations, which enhanced their comfort level and the

93

truthfulness of their language learning experience narratives. As a native of Pakistan, my
position as a sociocultural insider allowed me to build rapport with the study participants,
gain sufficient background information, and gain access to a socioculturally,
sociolinguistically, and socioeconomically rich but diverse group of participants
However, I could feel my position as an outsider occasionally because I was
conscious that students’ apprehensions and some cultural barriers while they were
sharing their perceptions with me, as an ESL teacher. I therefore negotiated my own
subject position as an insider/outsider with the needs of the situation. Additionally, in
ethnographic case studies the roles of the researcher and the researched usually
complement each other for gaining insights from participants’ perspectives in an
inclusive and collaborative way reflecting upon multiple worlds of identity (Giampapa,
2004).
The participants’ experiences mirrored the challenges and dilemmas that I had
encountered as an ESL student highlighting the sense of marginalization in classroom
discourses. Nevertheless, I used all the possible techniques to keep this study project
clear of my personal outlook on the school system and classroom setting.
Qualitative Data Analysis
Keeping in view the ethnographic nature of the study, the guiding analysis
framework was grounded in thematic coding (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin,
1998), and reconstructive analysis (Carspecken, 1996). The data were analyzed in an
ongoing, iterative, and recursive way, characterized by constant evaluation, re-evaluation,
and cross-referencing (Creswell, 2002, 2007, 2013). After completing transcription of the
data, I divided the data into descriptive categories such as schooling background, English
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language proficiency, cultural capital, capital (cultural, economic, and social), classroom
discourses, class/habitus, schooling experiences, academic success, identity, and power
relationships. The next phase was clustering the categories into themes such as
advantaged schooling, access deficit, confidence deficit, and perceptions of English
language learning and schooling experiences. The categories created from data collected
via classroom observation and semistructured interviews were supplemented with the
categories created from data collected via survey and revised for ensuring that there was
no duplication of categories and themes. After identifying the recurring patterns and
themes, the qualitative data were analyzed in the light of the research questions, and then
contextualized and complemented with the quantitative data.
The micro- and the macro-categorization and theme development was guided by
the major variable under study and the concepts explored via research questions. In order
to make sense of themes and put them in the proper thematic category, I created
Microsoft Word Files named after the key theoretical concepts. I kept entering the
relevant data into the categorized files on a daily basis. Memos and summaries were other
sources of data recording as they served as a brief description for any particular theme or
data set, which needed further exploration for a profound understanding of the variables
under study. In the following sections, I will provide a detailed account of data coding
and analysis.
Grounded thematic analysis. For an exhaustive exploration of ELLs’
perceptions about investment in classroom discourses, English language learning
experiences, identity negotiation, and power relationships, I employed grounded theory
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1998), which according to (Creswell, 2007,
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2014) is central to the methodology of any study based on multiple participants about a
core phenomenon. According to Charmaz (2014), coding is the fundamental link to data
collection and theory development through discovering “what is happening in the data”
and initiates meaning making for weaving two “major threads in the fabric of grounded
theory” (p. 113), that is, making generalizable theoretical statements that transcend
specific time and places and contextual analyses of actions and events.
Keeping in view the significance of coding as highlighted by Charmaz (2014) the
data were coded based on Strauss and Corbin’s (1998) grounded thematic analysis in
three phases: first, open coding (i.e., coding for related topics for highlighting the salient
categories of information, which involves coding of related topics); second, axial coding
(i.e., coding involving rearranging the data for interlinked categories); and third, selective
coding (i.e., coding involving core categories for thematic analysis; see Figure 2). This
rigorous process of coding resulted in relating all emerging themes to ELLs’ participation
patterns in classroom discourses and distinct experiences highlighted in surveys and
classroom observation, and narrated during semistructured interviews. The details of
coding phases are as follows.
Open/NVivo coding. Conforming to grounded theory, the first level of data
coding, that is, open coding, was an interpretive process, in which I broke down the data
conceptually and analytically into interactions and tagged the categories for similarities
and differences for remaining “open to all theoretical directions” (Charmaz, 2014, p.
114). After analyzing the first two semistructured interviews, I was able to categorize
conceptually similar or different themes into separate categories. They were subjected to
further investigation in subsequent interviews. This phase of coding comprised tagging
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categories into groups, subgroups and meaningful units clustering around a relevant
theme for constructing abstract categories (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Through open
coding I was able to explore, relate, conceptualize, label and categorize data through
consistent comparisons, questioning the creation and dependability of codes, and keep the
data interpretations free from subjectivity and bias through preconceived categories and
notions (Charmaz, 2014, emphasis original). NVivo for Mac was also used as a
complementary source for data coding.

Formation of Themes,
Theory Construction

Selective
Coding

Recurring Patterns, Data
Categorization

Axial Coding

Open/NVivo Coding

Interpretive Process, Data
Tagging

Figure 2. Data coding.

Axial coding. In this phase of coding I looked for resembling references to ELLs’
experiences and grouped them on the basis of recurring patterns and relationships they
bear within and among categories identified via open coding of the data. I aimed at
extending the interrelationship of themes and expanding the transient categories to
develop further levels of abstractions through interlinking categories on the basis of
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specific properties. Once each category was constructed, I identified concepts and related
attributes that could be further explored both with regard to their strengths or weaknesses.
Further exploration proved helpful in integrating chunks of data into a core category. In
this phase, I arranged the data (fractured into bits and pieces) and synthesized it into
“when, where, why, who, how, and with what consequences” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p.
125) to make conceptual links of the description of ELLs’ experiences with the issue
under investigation. Thus I clustered the chunks of data around a core and major category
and combined all aspects of the data for explaining interrelationships of categories and
subcategories at a hypothetical level.
Selective coding. Selective coding was done aiming at elevating the data to higher
levels of abstraction after specifying the core category, which helped in linking all the
emerged categories during open and axial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) and defining
the final version of categories and emergent concepts verified via participants’ and
member checking for ensuring the trustworthiness of the results (Yin, 2003). In addition,
frequency counts of the codes determined the significance of the categories and their role
in inductive logic (Braun & Clarke, 2006). According to Strauss and Corbin (1998)
selective coding is the process in which a core category is selected and then
systematically correlated to other categories. In this way the relationship among
categories is validated and analyzed for further refinement and integrated into a theory. In
this phase, as Strauss, and Corbin suggest, a provisional and consequential matrix of
relationships between the macro- and micro-conditions between categories and the
process was sought. This matrix was helpful in transforming the text into a narrative,
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relating subcategories and the core concepts at a conceptual level(s), which is central to
the formulation of grounded theory.
Reconstructive analysis. For an in-depth understanding of identity claims and
unpacking the nature of discourses concurrent in the classroom and ELLs’ underlying
assumptions about English language learning experiences, I employed Carspecken’s
(1996) reconstructive analysis. Reconstructive analysis facilitates (re)constructing valid
rubrics for identity claims in discourses as a social phenomenon, deeply rooted in
sociocultural ideologies, which the researcher uses for meaning making as a cultural
insider. In reconstructive analysis researchers use semantic structures, validity horizon,
pragmatic structures, and identity or power claims as lenses for unpacking meanings from
the dominant discourses in classrooms.
In qualitative analysis, the types of power and identity claimed or employed by
different participants enable the researcher to unpack sociocultural themes in any given
milieu, which in the present study refers to an ESL classroom. An exhaustive analysis of
interactions works as a useful lens for interpreting classroom discourses and validity
claims reflecting participants’ subjective moods, which could be representative of the
objective state of affairs in a classroom setting. Objective claims observed in multiple
cases make identity claims as an objective representation of participants’ emotions,
feelings, and modes of awareness inaccessible to outsiders. Participants’ experiences as
insiders articulate their use of agency and inform them how and when to act in any
discourse, which in turn determines their “kind” of person.
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Quantitative Data Analysis
To determine whether students from different schooling backgrounds (private vs.
public) and different schooling locations (urban vs. rural) scored differently on perceived
English language proficiency and classroom participation, separate independent-samples
t-tests were conducted in which either schooling background or schooling location served
as the independent variable and either (perceived) English language proficiency or
classroom participation served as the dependent variable. Estimates of effect size were
computed using the point-biserial correlation statistic and statistical significance was
determined using

= .05.

To determine to what extent Social Identity predicts variables of interest (i.e.,
English language proficiency, classroom participation, academic success, confidence
level), Pearson’s r correlations were computed and statistical significance was
determined using

= .05.

A series of chi-square goodness-of-fit tests were performed to determine whether
there was a statistically significant difference in the frequencies of various classroom
behaviors between the two types of students (i.e., public and private) and statistical
significance was determined using

= .05.

In the following section I will discuss the reliability and trustworthiness of the
data.
Data Reliability and Trustworthiness
In order to avoid any kind of preoccupation and bias (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) and
the “observer’s paradox” (Labov, 1972, p. 97) while approaching data interpretation, I
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used the following techniques for ensuring reliability and trustworthiness of data
collection and study results.
Reliability. To assess the internal consistency of items measuring the study’s
outcome variables (e.g., language proficiency, classroom participation), a Cronbach’s
alpha coefficient was computed for each subscale of the survey. All subscales had
Cronbach’s alphas above .70, ranging from .72 to .92, indicating adequate internal
consistency. Specifically, the alphas for each subscale were English language proficiency
( = .87), classroom participation ( = .91), social identity ( = .74), academic success
( = .72), and confidence level ( = .73).
Trustworthiness. Articulating the sound design and including relevant elements
in the study instruments are critical for developing appropriate approach to the data
(Marshall & Rossman, 2014). I therefore, employed the following procedures for
enhancing the trustworthiness of the results (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). As qualitative data
analysis is primarily based on interpretations, coding and interpretations might be subject
to the researchers’ bias, I therefore got the interview data coded and evaluated by two
expert English language instructors as raters (Mackey & Gass, 2013) having an extensive
experience in teaching and research on ELLs. All the codes were aligned with the
experts’ coding and the agreement among experts’ rating and my coding was 97%.
The above-mentioned reliability and trustworthiness procedures were expected to
ensure the trustworthiness of the data collection and data analysis processes and promised
accurate interpretation of the data for plausible results. Data collection from multiple
sources served as a source for a thick description of the themes via triangulation while
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validating or negating some of the categories and themes (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Nevertheless, this study has some limitations, which are outlined in the following section.
Limitations of the Study
First, this study is limited to only one public sector university in the Federal
Capital Area of Islamabad, Pakistan, and the participants sample is purposeful and
limited to students pursuing their degree in linguistics. Participants from disciplines such
as sociology, international relations, and the natural sciences might have broadened the
scope of this study and illuminate further factors in English mastery. While providing a
comprehensive examination of ESL classroom discourses with reference to identity and
power relationships and offering significant empirical and theoretical implications, the
findings of this study might not be generalized as applicable to the whole population of
graduate students in Pakistani universities or in different geographical or institutional
contexts. This study is highly contextualized dealing with ELLs’ experiences in a
selected Pakistani ESL classroom and the findings might not be generalizable because
generalizing across contexts is usually problematic (Carspecken, 1996).
Second, the findings of this are based on data collected in a specific timeframe
and do not include any change in ELLs’ attitudes after the completion of their studies. As
attitudes are not static in nature (Baker, 1992) future longitudinal studies, are therefore,
recommended for capturing changes in ELLs’ attitudes for the enhanced understanding of
interrelationships in English language learning and classroom discourses with reference
to power relationships, positioning, and identity.
Third, the scope of this study is limited to oral participation in an ESL classroom;
students’ social experiences or relationships in regard to university culture outside the
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classroom could be one of the significant factors affecting students’ classroom
participation patterns. Moreover, this study exclusively focuses on speaking in an ESL
classroom setting and does not cover other modes of communication such as writing,
reading, etc.
Finally, the schooling system in Pakistan presents a complex setting that
heightens the possibility of not finding a homogeneous sample representing both elite and
nonelite schools, urban and rural schools equally.
Summary
This chapter elucidated in detail the rationale for an ethnographic approach this
research on prior schooling as an indicator of future academic success. Both qualitative
and quantitative data collection methods were explained, including a description of the
data sources, the research site, the participants, criteria for focal participants’ selection,
data collection tools, qualitative and quantitative procedures for data analysis, and ethical
considerations. Analytical frameworks such as grounded thematic analysis combined
with reconstructive analysis were explained, as were quantitative data analysis methods
that included independent group t-tests, Pearson’s r correlations, and a series of chisquare goodness-of-fit tests. After the independent analysis of both qualitative and
quantitative data, the findings treated as a whole were combined (Creswell, 2007;
Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). After describing the data collection and analysis
procedures in details, a detailed description of trustworthiness and validity techniques,
and my role as a researcher is explained in detail. Lastly, I have touched upon the
limitations of this study.
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Chapter 4
Quantitative Results
The overarching purpose of this study is a thorough exploration of ELLs’ identity
negotiation and the impact of power hierarchies in ESL discourses established through
prior schooling experiences and English language proficiency during oral classroom
participation. While unpacking not only the symbolic domination of English but also
highlighting the invisible power of English in an ESL classroom, this study has
pedagogical and policy implications. This chapter reports the quantitative results of the
relationships between students’ prior English language learning experiences, participation
in classroom discourses; the effect of English language proficiency on their academic
endeavors and the sphere of power relationships in the classroom.
Participants’ Profiles
As noted in Chapter 3, the present study engages participants from two distinctive
groups of students, that is, students who attended public schools (in which instruction is
conducted in Urdu) and English medium private school students (in which instruction
was conducted in English). The total number of participants was 80 (N = 80), out of
which 43.8% (n = 35) were from public and 56.3% (n = 45) were from private schools
(see Table 4). The reason for selecting one of the public sector universities in the federal
capital, Islamabad, Pakistan was that it hosted public students from all areas of Pakistan
and had a good representation of students who had been trained at both public and private
schools. All the participants in the present study were majoring in linguistics.
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Table 4
Participants’ Demographics: Gender & Age
Factor
Gender
Female
Male
Age (years)
21–22
23–24

Frequency

Percentage

45
35

56.3
43.7

52
27

65.0
33.7

To ensure regional and ethnic representation of ELLs, this study recruited
students hailing from different major ethnicities and regions of Pakistan, which include
Punjab, Sindh, KPK, Baluchistan, and the affiliated territories of Gilgit Baltistan, FATA,
and AJ&K. In addition, the capital territory of Islamabad has also been categorized
separately because it is not a part of any province—it is rather a federal territory (see
Table 5).

Table 5
Participants’ Demographics: Regional Background
Region/province/affiliated territory
Punjab
Sindh
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
Balochistan
Gilgit Baltistan
Azad Jammu & Kashmir
Islamabad
Federally Administered Tribal Areas
Total

Frequency
41
8
11
7
4
4
4
1
80
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Percentage
51.2
10.0
13.7
8.8
5.0
5.0
5.0
1.3
100

Ethnic and regional background of the participants was as such. As shown in
Table 5, the highest number was from the Punjab, that is, 51% (n = 41). The reason for
the highest number from the Punjab is that more than half of the total population of
Pakistan (i.e., 55.6%) is from the Punjab (Government of Pakistan, 1998), and access to
education there is better compared to other regions. The participants from Sindh were
10% (n = 8) whereas the population of Sindh is 23% (Government of Pakistan, 1998) and
a plausible reason for the lesser number might be limited access to education. The
participants from KPK were 13.7% (n = 11) whereas the population of KPK is 13.5%
(Government of Pakistan, 1998) and a plausible reason for more participants from KPK
might be its closer proximity to Islamabad. Participants from Baluchistan were 9% (n =
7) while the population of Baluchistan is 4.5% (Government of Pakistan, 1998) and the
quota system gave them a chance to be enrolled in the leading university of Pakistan that
otherwise might not have been possible due to lower education ratio in the province of
Baluchistan. Participants from Gilgit Baltistan were 5% (n = 4), AJ&K 5% (n = 4),
Islamabad 5% (n = 4), and FATA 1% (n = 1). Overall, the percentage of the participants
provided due representation of all the regions of Pakistan including the affiliated
territories. Regional representation is important for the present study because Pakistan
has diverse regions that differ in access to education, socioeconomic status, and
sociocultural ideals.
Of the total (N = 80) participants, 45 (56.3%) were females while 35 (43.7%)
were males. The majority, that is, 57 (65%), of the participants’ age ranged between 21–
22 years, 27 (23.7%) were 23–24 years old, and 1 (1.3%) reported an age above 25 years
(see Table 4).
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Previous research indicates gender (e.g., Abada & Tenkorang, 2009; Crombie,
Pyke, Silverthorn, Jones, & Piccinin, 2003; Fassinger, 1996; Hall & Sandler, 1982) and
age (e.g., Howard et al., 2002) as a significant factors influencing students’ educational
attainment, Both gender and age were considered to be important factors in the present
study that might have significant impact on students’ perceived English proficiency and
classroom participation. Gender and age might also affect the patterns of positioning and
power relationships in the classroom. As in Pakistan, students from private schools
usually come from co-education background while students from public school come
from segregated schools, which might affect their participation in classroom. Moreover,
women usually do not speak up in the presence of men (especially in rural and
convention-ridden areas such as Sindh, FATA, Baluchistan), gender differences might
apparent in a classroom having students from all regions and diverse cultures in Pakistan.
The educational background of 35 (43.7%) students in this study were from
public schools using Urdu as the language of instruction, and 56.3% (n = 45) came from
private schools using English as the language of instruction. Thirty-seven (46.3%) of the
schools were urban while 43 (53.8%) were located in rural areas (see Table 6).
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Table 6
Participants’ Demographics: School Type & Location,
& Language of Instruction
Factor
Schooling background
Public
Private
Language of instruction
English
Urdu
School location
Urban
Rural

Frequency

Percentage

35
45

43.7
56.3

45
35

56.3
43.7

37
43

46.3
53.7

In the present study, schooling background and school location were considered
to be the most important factors influencing students’ perceptions of their English
proficiency and classroom participation. In addition, parents’ education level, incomes
per month, number of family members, and major in school/college were also included in
the demographics and could play a role in student preparedness.
The cumulative grade point average (CGPA) of 18 respondents (22.5%) was
between 2.88–3.24 (70–79%), the CGPA of 46 respondents (57.5%) ranged between
2.50–2.87 (60–69%). Eight (10%) of the total had a CGPA ranging between 3.25–3.62
(80–89%), while eight (10%) had the CGPA ranging between 1.80–2.49 (50–59%; see
Table 7).
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Table 7
Participants’ Demographics: CGPA, Parents’ Education, Income/Month,
No. of Family Members, & Major in School/College
Factor
CGPA
3.25–3.62 (80–89%)
2.88–3.24 (70–79%)
2.50–2.87 (60–69%)
1.80–2.49 (50–59%)

Frequency

Percentage

18
46
8
8

22.5
57.5
10.0
10.0

Father’s education
High school
Intermediate
Bachelor’s
Master’s
Ph.D.
No degree

18
15
16
19
0
12

22.5
18.7
20.0
23.8
0.0
15.0

Mother’s education
High school
Intermediate
Bachelor’s
Master’s
Ph.D.
No degree

27
7
7
4
1
34

33.8
8.7
8.7
5.0
1.3
42.5

Household income/month
Less than PKR 50,000
PKR 51,000–70,000
PKR 71,000–90,000
PKR 91,000–120,000
More than 120,000

32
23
14
2
9

40.0
28.7
17.5
2.5
11.3

No. of family members
3–5
6–8
9 or more

21
40
19

26.2
50.0
23.8

Major in school/college
Science
Arts

41
39

51.2
48.8
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While reporting their father’s level of education, 18 (22.5%) of the participants’
father had a High School diploma, 15 (18.8%) had Intermediate, 16 (20%) had
Bachelor’s, 19 (23.8%) had Master’s, none (0.0%) had a Ph.D. diploma, while 12 (15%)
had no degree. Similarly, 27 (33.8%) of the participants reported that their mother had a
High School diploma, seven (8.8%) had Intermediate, seven (8.8%) had Bachelor’s, four
(5.0%) had Master’s, one (1.3%) had a Ph.D. diploma, while 34 (42.5%) had no degree
(see Table 7).
Forty-three (53.7%) of the participants’ major was science in secondary school
and college (undergraduate in countries such as the United States) while 39 (49.8%)
studied arts as their major (see Table 7).
Previous research has found a significant effect of parents’ education,
involvement, and economic status on their children’s education (e.g., Barnard, 2006;
Breen, Luijkx, Müller, & Pollak, 2010; Bukodi & Goldthorpe, 2013; Chevalier, Harmon,
O’Sullivan, & Walker, 2013; Nam & Huang, 2009). In the light of previous research he
factors mentioned in Table 7 might have an influence of students’ perceived English
proficiency, classroom participation and positioning in the classroom. While these factors
were beyond the scope of the present study, they might prove useful as a focus of suture
research.
Quantitative Results
In the following section, I will present the quantitative results about perceived
English language proficiency, classroom participation, and the correlation of English
language proficiency, classroom participation, academic success, and confidence level
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with social identity. Moreover, I will also present quantitative results from classroom
observation.
Differences in perceived English language proficiency. In order to answer the
question “Do students from different schooling backgrounds (private vs. public) have
different perceptions of their English language (spoken) proficiency?” the survey
contained eight items. The questions about perceived English proficiency (Likert type),
included phrases such as “I frequently speak English in classroom discussions,” and “I
understand everything in English and have better English language skills compared to
other classmates” (see Appendix A).
An independent-samples t-test was conducted to determine whether students from
private and public schooling backgrounds differ on perceived English language
proficiency. The analysis revealed a statistically significant difference, indicating that
private school students (M = 30.22, SD = 4.51) reported significantly higher English
language proficiency than public school students (M = 23.13, SD = 6.52), t(51.47) = 5.32,
p < .001, rpb = .55 (see Table 8). By conventional standards, the rpb of .55 indicates a
strong effect (Cohen, 1988).

Table 8
School Type Differences in English Language Proficiency
Comparison
Private
Public

N
45
35

M
30.22
23.06

SD
4.51
6.60

t
5.50

111

df
57.33

p
< .001

Rpb
.55

As Table 8 verifies, students from public schools perceived themselves as less
proficient compared to their private school counterparts. The possible reasons are their
limited exposure to English throughout their prior schooling and limited speaking
opportunities outside the classroom (which might then influence practice within the
classroom). School location was also taken into consideration as one of the significant
factors affecting students’ self-perceived proficiency. School location was also found to
be a statistically significant factor affecting students’ perceived English proficiency
where students from schools located in urban areas were found more proficient than those
located in rural areas.
A separate independent-sample t-test was also conducted to determine whether
students from urban and rural school locations differ on perceived English language
proficiency. The analysis revealed a statistically significant difference, indicating that
students from urban locations (M = 29.91, SD = 6.03) had significantly higher perceived
English language proficiency scores than students from rural locations (M = 25.07, SD =
5.99), t(75) = 3.52, p = .001, rpb = .33 (see Table 9). By conventional standards, the rpb of
.38 indicates a weak effect size (Cohen, 1988).

Table 9
School Location Differences in English Language Proficiency
Comparison
Urban
Rural

N
37
43

M
29.38
25.12

SD
6.56
5.92

t
3.05

112

df
78

p
.003

Rpb
.33

Table 9 verifies that students from urban environments are significantly more
likely to perceive themselves as more proficient in English than their rural counterparts.
This may be due to the multicultural environment in urban settings, which increases the
likelihood that these students will have more opportunities to use English outside the
classroom. Another possible reason is that students have easy access to the Internet, cable
television and technology compared to their counterparts. These resources allow students
more exposure to English and this may enhance their feelings of proficiency.
Differences in classroom participation. In order to answer the question “Do
students from different schooling backgrounds (private vs. public) demonstrate different
rates of oral participation in classroom discourses?,” the survey contained 10 items. The
questions about the frequency of classroom participation (Likert-type) contained phrases
such as “How would you rank your participation frequency in classroom discussions?”
and “It is easy for me to lead the whole class in classroom discussions” (see
Appendix A).
An independent-samples t-test was conducted to determine whether students from
private and public schooling backgrounds differ on perceived classroom participation.
The results were significant, revealing that private school students (M = 35.67, SD =
6.26) scored higher on classroom participation than public school students (M = 26.57,
SD = 7.98), t(78) = 5.72, p < .001, rpb = .54 (see Table 10). By conventional standards,
the rpb of .54 indicates a strong effect (Cohen, 1988).
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Table 10
School Type Differences in Classroom Participation
Comparison
Private
Public

N
45
35

M
35.67
26.57

SD
6.26
7.98

t
5.72

df
78

p
< .001

Rpb
.54

Table 10 verifies that students from private schools reported higher frequency of
participation than their public schools counterparts. It is likely that students from private
schools have more confidence than their public school counterparts, which significantly
increases the possibility of frequent participation in classroom discussions than their
public school counterparts.
Lastly, an independent-samples t-test was conducted to determine whether
students from urban and rural school locations differ in classroom participation. Similar
to the previous analysis, the results revealed that students from urban locations (M =
35.49, SD = 7.80) scored higher in measures of classroom participation than students
from rural locations (M = 28.42, SD = 7.45), t(78) = 4.12, p < .001, rpb = .42 (see Table
11). By conventional standards, the rpb of .48 indicates a medium to strong effect (Cohen,
1988).

Table 11
School Location Differences in Classroom Participation
Comparison
Urban
Rural

N
37
43

M
35.49
28.42

SD
7.80
7.45

t
4.12

114

df
78

p
< .001

Rpb
.42

Table 11 indicates that students from urban background reported higher frequency
of participation than students from rural background. It is likely that schools in urban
areas may offer more opportunities of interaction with peers and teachers, which increase
the likelihood that these students will participate more in their graduate classroom.
Correlations between social identity and other survey variables. In order to
answer the question, “Does social identity correlates with English language proficiency,
classroom participation, academic success, and confidence level?” Pearson’s r
correlations were computed to determine to what extent social identity predicts the
following variables: English language proficiency, classroom participation, academic
success, and confidence level. The survey contained 34 items out of which 8 items
measured perceived English proficiency, 10 items measured frequency of classroom
participation, 5 items measured social identity and power, 4 items measured academic
success, and 6 items measured confidence level.
As Table 12 indicates, three of the correlations were significant and ranged from
.51 to .64, indicating strong correlations by conventional standards (Cohen, 1988). The
correlation between social identity and academic success was not significant.

Table 12
Correlations between Social Identity and Other Survey Variables
Variable
English language proficiency (ELP)
Classroom participation (CP)
Academic success (AS)
Confidence level (CL)

Pearson’s r
0.59
0.64
0.12
0.51
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p
< .001
< .001
.285
< .001

N
80
80
80
80

Table 12 verifies a strong correlation between the survey variables except for
social identity and academic success. It is likely that students positioned themselves as
either advantaged or disadvantaged based on their English proficiency gained via prior
schooling. Similarly good English proficiency facilitated classroom participation due to
an enhanced level of confidence of those students who practiced speaking English
throughout their schooling. A plausible reason for no statistically significant correlation
between social identity and academic success is that students did not limit academic
success only to the classroom; rather they considered it something directly related to their
social worlds.
Gender differences. Keeping in view educational disparities in Pakistan, gender
differences were expected based on cultural roles of males and females within Pakistan,
differences in female/male educational experiences in the Pakistani education system and
how it might affect the participants’ perceptions and influence their feelings of
confidence/empowerment in school in different ways.
An independent-samples t-test was conducted to determine whether female
students differ on perceived English language proficiency (ELP), classroom participation
(CP), social identity (SI), academic success (AS), and confidence level (CL) compared to
male students. No statistically significant differences were observed (see Table 13).
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Table 13
Gender Differences across Factors
Factor Gender
ELP
Female
Male
CP
Female
Male
SI
Female
Male
AS
Female
Male
CL
Female
Male

N
45
35
45
35
45
35
45
35
45
35

M
26.24
28.17
31.22
32.29
22.13
21.83
17.33
17.80
15.91
15.86

SD
6.61
6.39
8.80
7.83
3.84
4.29
2.35
1.53
4.20
4.42

t
1.31

df
78

p
.193

rpb
.15

.56

78

.576

.06

.34

78

.739

.04

1.02

78

.311

.12

78

.956

.01

.056

Classroom observation. As described in Chapter 3, classroom observations were
conducted with the purpose of recording the observed English proficiency and frequency
of classroom participation and were limited to the focal participants only.
In order to offer empirical support to the qualitative analyses (described in the
next chapter) examining differences between public and private school students with
regard to observed English proficiency and classroom participation, a series of chi-square
goodness-of-fit tests were performed to determine whether there was a statistically
significant difference in the frequencies of various classroom behaviors between public
and private school students. As Table 14 indicates, each test revealed a significant
difference at the p < .05 level, with private school students exhibiting higher frequencies
of participation than public school students in the following categories: Simple
Sentences, Coordinate Clauses, Subordinate Clauses, Transition Words, Frequency of
Turns, Initiative Taking, Response to Questions, and Asking Questions. Public school
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students, on the other hand, exhibited a significantly higher frequency of Simple
Sentences than private school students.

Table 14
Classroom Observation
Category
Simple sentence
Coordinate clauses
Subordinate clauses
Transition words
Frequency of turns
Initiative taking
Response to
questions
Asking questions

Public
school
115
29
13
12
56
16

Percent

Percent

Total

72%
35%
17%
20%
35%
20%

Private
school
45
53
62
48
104
64

28%
65%
83%
80%
65%
80%

160
82
75
60
160
80

12
10

30%
31%

28
22

70%
69%

40
32

Chisquare
30.63
7.02
32.01
21.60
14.40
28.80
6.40

p
< .001
.008
< .001
< .001
< .001
< .001

4.50

.011
.034

Table 14 shows that students from public schools frequently used simple
sentences than their private school counterparts. Furthermore, students from public
schools used less coordinate clauses, subordinate clauses, and transition words than their
private school counterparts. In the same vein, students from public schools showed less
frequency of turn taking, initiatives, and asking and responding to questions. These
results supported the findings from students’ surveys where students from public schools
reported lower perceived English proficiency, and lower frequency of participation. This
correlates with the classroom observation data (explained in Table 14), which revealed
lower English proficiency and lower frequency of participation in public school students
than in their private schools counterparts.
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Summary
Four significant findings are worth mentioning, as I summarize the quantitative
part of the present study. First, students from private schools exhibit higher degrees of
perceived English proficiency compared to their public schools counterparts.
Furthermore, students from urban backgrounds exhibit a high degree of perceived
English proficiency. Second, students from private schools exhibit higher frequency of
participation in classroom compared to their public schools counterparts. Similarly,
students from an urban background exhibit higher frequency of participation in the
classroom compared to those from rural areas. Third, all the study variables correlated
with social identity except for academic success and no gender differences were found.
Finally, classroom observations corroborated the results from students’ surveys where
students from private schools were found more proficient and more frequently
participating in classroom discussions than their public school counterparts.
In Chapter 5, I will qualitatively explore students’ perceptions of English
language learning and schooling experiences, and their role in students’ positioning,
identity negotiation, and power relationships among students while treating an ESL
classroom as a social space.
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Chapter 5
Qualitative Analysis
This chapter is devoted to the qualitative analysis of the data informing this study.
I will present the profiles of the focal participants and contextualize the information they
provide with the common themes, which emerged from analyzing my analysis
semistructured interviews. While providing a detailed description of the focal
participants, I will highlight how their English language learning experiences and English
language proficiency are related to participation in classroom discourses, agency, identity
negotiation, and power relationships in an ESL classroom.
Following the semistructured interview protocols (see Appendix B) set for the
present study, I interviewed 8 graduate ESL students in a Pakistani university. Four of the
focal participants were males and 4 females, hailing from either public or private school
backgrounds, and belonging to different regions of Pakistan. The participants related their
English language experiences and shared their perceptions on how English language
proficiency and good schooling opportunities affected their classroom participation.
Analyzed through the lens of grounded thematic analysis and completed with
reconstructive analysis, students’ English language learning, and schooling experiences
provided an atmosphere of exploring the social context of ESL classroom at the micro
(i.e., individual) and the macro (i.e., social context of Pakistan) levels.
The experiences of those participants provided rich data because all the focal
participants had rigorous English language learning experiences throughout their
schooling, which have played a significant role in framing their dispositions (i.e.,
habitus). Persuaded by the symbolic prestige associated with English and the actual
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power, which English confers in the Pakistani society, students’ prior English language
learning experiences provided rich details on power structures in classroom discourses
(Agee, 2002; Fairclough, 2003).
The Focal Participants: A Brief Introduction
The eight focal participants, that is, Khan G., Zara, Haleema, Wahdat, Mahnoor,
Arsalan, Junaid, and Qamoos (all pseudonyms, see Table 15), were majoring in
linguistics but had different schooling, ethnic, regional, and linguistic backgrounds.
1. Khan G. belonged to a middle class working family in FATA, attended one of
the best private schools in his city of residence. He reported that his school offered him
opportunities to develop a good English proficiency and declared “socialization as the
key to success.”
2. Qamoos belonged to a middle-class working family in Baluchistan, and hailed
from a prestigious urban private schooling background. He reported having a high level
of English proficiency. He said, “Schooling matters because it decides the future.”
3. Arsalan belonged to a middle-working class family in AJ&K, and hailed from
an elite private schooling background. He reported having a high level of English
proficiency and said, “I am proud of myself.”
4. Mahnoor belonged to a working middle class family in Gilgit Baltistan, hailed
from a rural private school background. She reported her English language proficiency
was never a barrier, and reiterated “English is not foreign to me.”
5. Haleema belonged to a lower-middle class family in the Punjab, and hailed
from a rural public school with limited opportunities of practicing English. However, she
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reported that she has been improving her English because she was “No more nervous”
and “putting extra efforts” speaking English with her peers.
6. Zara belonged to a middle class family in the Punjab, hailed from and urban
public school background, and had a chance to study in the USA and Australia for a few
years, and all her peers positioned her as “the proprietor of cultural capital” due to nativelike English proficiency. Nevertheless, most of her schooling was in Pakistani public
school system.
7. Junaid belonged to a lower-middle class family in Sindh, and hailed from a
rural public school situated in one of the most under developed areas in Pakistan. He
reported that he did not have a chance to practice English speaking and started speaking
English in his graduate studies class. He said, “I am fighting at two fronts. One of them is
studies burden and the other is language improvement.”
8. Wahdat belonged to a middle-class working family in KPK, and hailed from a
rural public school background. She reported herself to be one of the quietest students
because she has always been concerned about making mistakes and being looked down
upon, and wanted “to be invisible.”
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Khan G.

Qamoos

Arsalan

Mahroor

Haleema

Zara*

Junaid

Wahdat

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Female

Male

Female

Female

Female

Male

Male

Male

Gender

21

23

21

22

22

21

22

22

Age

KPK

Sindh

Punjab

Punjab

GB

AJK

Baluchistan

FATA

Region

Rural

Rural

Urban

Rural

Rural

Urban

Urban

Urban

City/town
location

Public

Public

Public

Public

Private

Private

Private

Private

School type

Grade 1

Grade 6

Grade 1

Grade 1

Grade 1

Grade 1

Grade 1

Grade 1

Start of English
learning

2nd

3rd

3rd

3rd

2nd

2nd

3rd

2nd

Semester

Linguistics

Linguistics

Linguistics

Linguistics

Linguistics

Linguistics

Linguistics

Linguistics

Major

*Zara had a public school background in Pakistan. She also studied in the United States and Australia in her early years of schooling.

Name

S. No.

Focal Participants’ Information

Table 15

The semistructured interviews revealed ELLs’ schooling experiences in
connection with the past, their current effects, and expected future outcomes. As this
study is based on the premise that students from public schools enter universities with
limited English language proficiency, where this study only focused on speaking
proficiency, exploration of ELLs’ self-reported experiences is expected to reveal; first,
the presence of imbedded struggle for identity and power, and second, how do their
unique experiences resonate the commonalities between their prior schooling
experiences, their perceptions on English language learning, opportunities of academic
success, and social realization. In the following sections, I will present each focal
participant as a representative case via within-case analysis (Merriam, 1998, emphasis
added) with reference to their schooling backgrounds to unravel the symbolic powers of
English (Bourdieu, 1991) in a Pakistani ESL classroom, its symbolic manifestations in
learners’ minds, its role in defining the boundaries of belonging to the discourses, and
classroom as a learning community—a social space.
Private School Background
In this section, I will discuss the experiences of participants hailing from private
schools and the salient patterns across their perceptions, related to English proficiency,
classroom participation, social identity, and the power of English (both symbolic and
actual). The common themes include contribution of English proficiency to participation,
positive self-juxtaposition with others, and English as the symbol of power. The recurring
patterns include high level of confidence, notion of visibility, good schooling, welltrained teachers, good teaching methods, and access to technology.
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1. Khan G.: Socialization is the key to success. Khan G. belonged to a middle
class working family in FATA, and hailed from a private school background. Khan G.
was among the most sociable students of his class. His parents did not have higher
education nevertheless; they had the resources to send their children to private schools.
All his classmates liked him for his sociable attitude and he participated in all kinds of
academic and social activities. Khan G. also presented a unique case for the present study
because he was from one of the hardest and less developed areas in Pakistan but had an
opportunity to go a private school. He was among those students who could be easily
approached and open to all types of questions related to their language learning
experiences. The semistructured interview I had with Khan G. sheds light on few of the
significant aspects of his schooling experiences, which also characterize other students
having a schooling background like him.
English proficiency facilitates participation. Khan G. opted for majoring in
linguistics because he thought that English is needed in all walks of life. While
explaining the rationale for opting to major in linguistics Khan G. said, “I think it is out
of question that English is the need of the day. I joined this department to have a degree
in English or linguistics, which will definitely help me in getting a good job.” Khan G.
reported that his classroom participation was higher compared to students from public
schools, which he associated with good private schooling and an enough exposure to
English language learning resources such as the cable television, the Internet, etc. In
addition, Khan G. reported that the reason for his good English language proficiency was
that he has been participating in discussions in large groups throughout his schooling.
While narrating his experiences, Khan G. expressed:
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It is all about how sociable you are. I have a formula in my life and that is
you have to socialize. If you are sociable, you will have a group of friends,
you discuss, and you learn new things. Learning is not always academic
but it has a lot of social benefits. Socialization encourages both
participation and English language. (Words emboldened represent key
words, patterns, and themes in transcripts; see Appendix F)
The above excerpt shows Khan G.’s belief in social networking was one of the key
reasons, which according to him helped him learning how to interact with people
effectively, and how always be in the leading position. For Khan G., participation for the
sake of language learning was not limited to classroom only. He reiterated, “You know
language learning is just another name of socialization…the more you socialize, the more
you learn.”
I noticed his sociable attitude when either he stopped for other students or other
students stopped him and exchanged their ideas about different activities on campus.
When I enquired about all his affiliations with students, he said, “I have to interact with
students because they support me in different activities.” Khan G. believed that language
improvement comes with increased social associations, which are possible when
someone is easily accessible. When I enquired about his affiliations with students, he
said, “I know most of the students due to my participation in extracurricular activities on
campus and most of the students know me.” He further explained, “As you have seen me
I stopped for so many friends and I have to take care of them because they have to be
supportive in arranging activities on campus.” What mattered for Khan G. was how to
make social connections and earn support of the campus fellows for arranging and
leading social events, which facilitate both learning and recognition.
Assessment: Situating the self. According to Khan G., some students [ELLs from
public schools] definitely did not have enough exposure to English language speaking
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practices in particular but they can still improve if they make social networks. He also
gave importance to luck in getting good education. While commenting on opportunities
for learning, Khan G. said, “I think I am lucky that I got a chance to study in a good
school.” Khan G. critically assessed English language teaching practices and English
language teachers in Pakistani school system. According to him, schools and colleges are
divided on the basis of social classes, which create problems for students in the long run.
While commenting on ESL teaching and teachers, he said:
Well, I don’t have to judge people but the truth is that we have teachers who have
become teachers “by chance.” I would say not all of them but majority of them
are have joined teaching not as their first priority. I have never studied in a
government school but I have checked some of my friends’ textbooks. The books
are not good. One of my friends told me that those books haven’t been revised for
the last 20 years, more or less, which is so strange.
Khan G.’s comments about ESL teachers and teaching reveal that he had the
ability to put himself in a position to assess both his teachers and the courses he has taken
in his school and college. While assessing the reason for limited learning, Khan G. said:
There are so many berries but I think that most important to mention is lack of
teaching methods that encourage students to use English while they are with
friends and in classroom as well…but the problem is some of our classmates are a
bit shy or they don’t have the confidence to speak.
He was careful about making any judgments, however, he put himself in detached
observer’s position (like other students from private school background) and referred to
lack of teachers’ professional commitment and outdated course materials being taught in
public schools. He supported his argument while referring to checking the books taught
in public schools and inquiring from one of his friends studying in a public school as he
himself did not attend a public school. However, he was aware of how teachers should
approach teaching and what good curriculum means. According to Khan G., “Some
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students [ELLs from public schools] definitely did not have enough exposure to English
language speaking practices in particular but they can still improve if they make social
networks.” He also gave importance to luck in getting good education. While
commenting on opportunities for learning, Khan G. said, “I think I am lucky that I got a
chance to study in a good school, and I lead different activities.”
Khan G. was also among the dominant students in the classroom because he
participated quite frequently in classroom discourses and usually took initiatives in either
asking or responding to questions and navigated his self well in every classroom activity.
While comparing his position to other fellows, Khan G. reported:
I think listening and speaking are very important. Everyone is good in reading
and writing but speaking and listening need improvement. Listening and speaking
can be improved when students participate in debates, try to speak English and
don’t feel shy. I am good in all skills because I am not shy.
Khan G. also gave due importance to the location of a school while assessing the
outcomes. He said, “People who live in cities know that their children need good
education if they want to succeed and good education is possible in cities.” While
observing him in the classroom, I found out that Khan G. was among very few students
who were able to bring new ideas into discussions and lead the conversation inside the
classroom. For example, once he brought the point of social stratification in schools,
which students from the private school background might rarely think about. He said:
I think schools are representing classes in this country. I don’t know how it
will be in other countries but in Pakistan, it is a big problem. Students are equal
in their talent but I think schools make them like some of them are very good and
they have studied in private schools. The others could be like them but I think
they couldn’t afford those schools. I think the government should make a policy
for that.

128

Khan G. had a good academic track record and shared extensive details with me.
While taking his position in an ESL classroom, he found a social space where he could
present himself as a leader, the one who did not have any apprehensions about
participating in classroom activities and negotiated his self inside and outside the
classroom (Norton, 2000; Norton Peirce, 1995).
English: The symbol of power. Khan G. acknowledged the importance of English
language learning and declared English as the most important need. He said, “I think it is
out of question that English is ‘the need of the day.’ ” Another striking fact in his
comments was that he gave a due place to confidence that comes with English. While
commenting on how English is the source of confidence, Khan G. reiterated, “Confidence
makes things easy and I feel that I have the confidence to ask questions and give
answers.” He further explained, “My confidence is the result of my schooling and
interactions with students everywhere. I think English plays the main role in confidence.”
During an interview with him, it seemed that he did not have any problems while
communicating in the target language. His confidence and leadership qualities facilitated
his success in academic and social setting.
For Khan G., English was needed not only for academic success but also for
social recognition. He considered success as a continuous process of developing skill
needed not only getting better grades but also for social achievements. While comparing
the value of English with his mother tongue, Khan G. said, “I need Pashto for my identity
as a Pashtun and English for finding a good job and to be recognized as an educated
person.” He further mentioned, “English is not only needed for academic achievement,
but also important for job opportunities…success is not only passing exams but to
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achieve abilities, which are necessary for finding good job positions and prove yourself
through speaking English in interviews.”
Khan G. was among successful ELLs because he was well aware of the needs and
requirements for becoming a good learners and a good leader. He not only got enough
opportunities to acquire good linguistic skills in the dominant language but also knew
how to use those skills as a leader, which facilitated further English language learning.
His language learning experiences suggest that active participation and investment in
learning (Norton, 2000) could significantly be associated with the level of an individual’s
language proficiency and advantaged positioning (Davies & Harré, 1990). It is also
evident that access to good language learning opportunities via schooling is one of the
key predictors of ELLs’ active participation in classroom discourses and academic
success (Bowen, Kurzweil, Tobin, & Pichler, 2005) and advantaged position in
classroom discourses.
2. Qamoos: Good schooling matters! Qamoos belonged to a middle working
class family in Balochistan, and hailed from an urban private school background. His
father was working as an attorney and his mother was a housewife with no formal
schooling. Qamoos had enough opportunities to improve his English language
proficiency as he went to an elite private school located in the heart of the provincial
capital of Balochistan. He completed his schooling under Cambridge Certificate System.
Qamoos was among the most proficient students and the most sociable as well. All his
classmates were good friends with him. Qamoos belonged to the less developed province
of Pakistan but had a chance to get education from elite school system. He was among
those students who were easily approachable and one of the reasons for that was his
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sociable behavior. When I approach Qamoos and asked whether he might be willing to be
one of my focal participants, he warmly welcomed me and agreed for an interview at my
convenience.
English proficiency facilitates participation. Qamoos opted for majoring in
linguistics because of the dominant role of English in the job market. The interview I had
with Qamoos was one of the longest ones because of his excessive discussion about
schooling system in Pakistan. While explaining the role of English proficiency in
classroom participation, Qamoos said, “You know everyone needs skills for different
jobs. English is mandatory for good participation. I think there is no doubt in that. It is
not only mandatory, but the one and only thing.” He further said, “Good exposure to
English improves language skills a lot. Those who have good participation rate in
classroom are usually from good private schools.”
Qamoos also mentioned that the biggest issue with students is that they think in
terms of perfect English and forget that it is not their first language, which cause limits on
participation in classroom discussions. He said:
When it comes to participation I would say that try your level best…English is not
our first language so we have to admit that but I would say that traditional
methods are a problem. But I think that students can do better if they try to
speak in class and forget about committing errors.
It is worth noting that Qamoos also positions himself with the authority to criticize
schooling methods (like Khan G.), which is also salient in other participants’ perceptions.
Assessment: Situating the self. For Qamoos schooling was the major source of
achieving one’s life aspiration. He said:
Schooling matters! Schools offer a lot, not limited to academics but make you
think about yourself “who you were, are, and will be.” My schooling gave me a
lot. You know, I am from the most undeveloped province but I had a chance to be
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a student of one of the best schools in the city, which nourished my thoughts, my
linguistic skills in a way essential for academic success. My schooling was a
wonderful experience and gave me the confidence of making friends and
participate in all kinds of activities ranging from academic to social.
In Qamoos’ opinion, schooling not only helps nourish students academically but also
socially. For him, schools were the centers, which define an individual’s past, present,
and future. The concept of success also resonated in Qamoos’ interview and he associated
success to oral participation and self-confidence that comes through standard schooling
and opportunities of access to additional resources such as private tutoring academies, the
Internet, and television. Qamoos emphasized that good educational standards serve as a
passport to quality learning, which in turn develop individual disposition about academic
achievements and social positioning. He further said,
Schooling makes both positive and negative changes in people. Those coming
from good schools are confident, get along with people and situation very well,
but you know students from public schools are often quiet in the class. The only
problem they face is lack of trust in language. They cannot trust their linguistic
skills but they usually show competitive results.
Qamoos positioned himself in the mainstream because of his advantaged
schooling background. He said:
If I compare myself with other peers, I think that I am in a competitive
position…I will put myself at high level because I have invested a lot of my time
and energies in learning English… I would say that in every class there are very
few students having a good command over English and I am one of them.
While responding to one of the questions about the role of schools in socialization and
language learning, Qamoos commented:
I would say those who charge a lot [fees] are doing good, have good standards
and…definitely…there are schools like there are some schools like Beaconhouse
school system, City school system…offer more opportunities of socialization
and language learning and foreign trips sometimes. I studied in one of those
schools.
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It is evident from the above excerpt that Qamoos associated participation and
involvement in extra cocurricular activities were of a great help in learning how to be
more sociable and participate in school activities, both academic and social, which were
possible only through private schooling. Qamoos also gave due importance to parents’
role in schooling. He mentioned:
Parents’ involvement in their children education is also important. I would rather
say that parents play the key role in their children’s grooming because what are
the academic and social needs in a society like Pakistan. In Pakistan if you
have a good income, you might go attend a good school. But all this depends
upon parents’ education level. I know some people who are very rich but their
children didn’t go to good schools and the reason for that was those parents were
not educated and didn’t know the value of education.
Qamoos felt that some students are placed in wrong majors, but he claimed that
he was not one of them. In his opinion, the misplaced position of some of the students
might be due to their parents’ low education. He also mentioned that ELLs from public
schooling background might be bright students but they do not have the courage to
participate due to high affective filters such as teachers’ responses and peers’ assessment
present in the classroom. He mentioned, “Another challenge is being afraid to ask
questions in class because of fear of sounding stupid and the teacher not answering the
questions.” For Qamoos, parenting, parents’ education, and parents’ role in their children
education was also central in children’s accumulation of cultural and social capital.
Consciousness to socioeconomic status as the marker of access to quality education was
also evident in Qamoos’ perceptions on the schooling system in Pakistan and the role it
plays in class structures and (re)production (Bourdieu, 1977b). What is worth noting here
is that socioeconomic status does not guarantee access to good schooling in case the
parents are not well educated.

133

Qamoos criticized teaching methods in schools, particularly in public schools.
While commenting on teaching standards, Qamoos said, “The biggest barrier might be
the person who is teaching but not knowledgeable.” He further added, “The fault is not
theirs [public schools’ students] but the system is faulty…I saw very good students
unable to speak…they need a push and that push should have given to them when they
were in their schools not here.”
Qamoos had a strong sense of belonging as he associated himself with everything
in the university ranging from academics to social activities and sports. His strong sense
of belonging was also evident when he said, “I feel like I have been made for this major
and this university.” The university proved to be the place where Qamoos felt like he got
all he needed because he was expecting a promising career after his graduation. Qamoos
claimed that he was confident and had English language proficiency enough for
positioning himself as one of the distinguished students among his other classmates. He
said, “I would say that in every class there are very few students having a good command
over English and I am one of them.”
English: The symbol of power. For Qamoos, success was associated with good
English language skills and skills can just be gained through practicing English both in
school and at home. While talking about academic success he mentioned, “language and
success go together.” He was sure not only of getting exceptional grades, but also of a
good career. His assimilation into university’s academic and social environment made
him think that he will succeed in his upward social mobility to the extent he expected and
aspired for. Qamoos mentioned, “If you are from a strong schooling background, you feel
like you are among the selected students.” This sense of accomplishment put him in the
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situation to position himself as one of the gifted students, which was made possible due
to his good schooling. Qamoos believed in the importance of English (symbolic capital)
in the Pakistani society. He mentioned, “If you excel in English, it is very easy for you to
succeed in your professional career.” He further said, “I will say that learn the language
of the day and rule over the world.” Hence, not only obtaining a diploma but also
increasing the chances of employment and securing membership to prestigious social
groups characterized Qamoos’ approach to success.
Qamoos had a feeling that students from public school background would not be
able to improve their English language proficiency to the extent needed for academic and
social success while they are in their graduate classroom. For Qamoos, English language
learning was suppose to be at the school level, not at the graduate level because graduate
schooling is more learning how to be a successful person rather aiming at learning the
dominant language. While commenting on the focus of learning at a graduate level,
Qamoos mentioned:
They [public school students] don’t have to learn English here; they should have
learnt English in schools. Here they should learn how to be a successful person
in the future. Unfortunately, they [students from public schools] think that they
are here to learn English, which is not true. They are here to make there career
goals.
For Qamoos, the fault was with the public schooling system because it was not preparing
students to meet their academic needs. He mentioned that the language and knowledge
(i.e., cultural capital) that they bring from their previous schooling is supposed to be
polished in their graduate classroom, not learned. Qamoos believed that doing a graduate
degree was not for learning the dominant language; it was rather a time for learning the
skills for how to be a successful person in the future. Such an analysis on the part of
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Qamoos shows that he was in the position to critically evaluate the role of different types
of schooling, and the phenomenon of schools’ division on the basis of the language of
instruction was propagating social reproduction (Bourdieu, 1991, 1997). Qamoos (like
other students with private school background) was critical of the nonelite private schools
because for him such schools were not propagating education in English; they were rather
making baseless claims about the quality. He mentioned, “Majority of them are pseudo
English medium schools they are not English medium schools. Those from private
schools are good speakers but they [students having good English proficiency] are from
high standard schools.” It is worth noting that Qamoos gave more credit to elite private
schools when it comes to very good English proficiency.
Qamoos also brought a significant point to discussion while comparing the extent
of socialization in local languages compared to English. He said:
We don’t go for our local language because we can better express ourselves in
English compared to local languages and we know more expressions in English
than local languages. So it is quite easy to communicate in English instead of
Urdu or any other local language…and I would say English is needed in our
society.
The above excerpt shows the dominance and preference of English to other local
languages and the level of ease that students feel due to their excessive cultural capital
conferred by their schooling. The symbolic importance of English resonated in Qamoos’
discussion because he explicitly said that students from the prestigious schooling find it
convenient to communicate in English instead of any other local language. Qamoos had a
strong sense of ownership of English, which learners form the elite private school system
possess. Nevertheless, Qamoos’ opinion calls into question the role of public schools
compared to private schools and the deficient status of public school students.

136

The ease, which students like Qamoos feel while communicating in English
instead of any other local language also signifies the fact that English plays a critical role
in exercising the exclusive power of language in the classroom (Kamwangamalu, 2007;
Kayi-Aydar, 2014; Lavé & Wenger, 1991). High cultural capital thus presupposes high
level of positive agentive moves in regard to academic success and social life trajectories,
which are not aligned with the ELLs’ disposition (Bourdieu, 1977a) hailing from public
schools. Cultural capital, that is, access to education and the dominant language learning,
is therefore linked to academic success and upward social mobility and the distribution of
power dynamics in a way to define classes.
3. Arsalan: I am proud of myself. Arsalan belonged to a middle working class
family in AJ&K, and hailed from an urban private school. His father owned a business
and his mother was a working in education department. He completed his schooling
under Cambridge Certificate System. Arsalan also had a good knowledge of French,
which he learned through watching documentaries and using other French language
learning resources. Arsalan claimed a good understanding of philosophy and had read
most of the leading philosophers such as Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, Plato, and
Aristotle, etc. He also had a library at home that contained more than 2500 books about
fairy tales, plays, and novels.
English proficiency facilitates participation. Arsalan opted for majoring in
linguistics because of his love for reading foreign literature and different languages. His
previous schooling and current program fostered in him a sense of hard work and
commitment. Arsalan perceived himself as a very high proficient speaker of English. He
said:
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When I compare myself with the students from public schools, my English is
much much better…I would put myself very high because I have good English
skills. I might not have native like English proficiency but I think I am close to
native. It is all about efforts. I have never attended any academy teaching French
but I know French and I learnt French with my own efforts. It means that you
don’t need to go to an English speaking country. English is a global language
and could be learnt anywhere.
While talking about his English language proficiency, he made comparisons between his
proficiency level and the proficiency of those students who were public schools. It is
evident here that Arsalan perceived students from public schools comparatively having
deficient English proficiency. He also mentioned his proficiency in French and declared
that individual efforts are important for improving language proficiency. Arsalan had a
very good English proficiency because of excessive reading and practicing speaking
English with his siblings. He completed his Kindergarten from an elite (international)
private school located in an affluent urban community in the capital of AJ&K. At the
same time Arsalan also referred to why students do not participate actively in classroom
discussion. He said, “The main hindrance to communication in my opinion is lack of
training or practice in English and students’ thinking that everyone is judging their
English.” In this case, Arsalan (like other students from private schools) seems as a
detached observer, who analyzed others’ positions instead of his own. Nevertheless, his
observation hints at the main problems, that is, fear of being looked down upon, etc.,
which ELLs with deficient positioning commonly experience inside the classroom (Lavé
& Wenger, 1991).
For Arsalan, classroom participation was based on language training through prior
schooling. He mentioned, “Those who face problems in speaking are deprived of practice
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when they were in schools.” Arsalan gave the main role to English while expressing his
views about academic success and showed full trust in his prior schooling. He mentioned:
I am satisfied with private schools; I would like to name a few, like Bloomfield
Hall School where I studied. Other schools like Beaconhouse School System,
City Schools to a greater extent and even Army and Defense schools are
producing outstanding students. I have never studied in government schools but
I think those schools don’t have good teaching. The teachers are not qualified in
such schools.
As Arsalan was from an elite (private schools that follow O and A Level or Examination
System) schooling background, he expressed a higher level of satisfaction with elite
schools and at the same time referred to public schools and criticized them both for
lacking quality teaching and qualified teachers. However, he did not categorize the
nonelite (private schooling that follow local examination system) private schools falling
in the best and perceived both nonelite private schools and public schools offer same low
quality education.
Assessment: Situating the self. Arsalan’s family gave him a lot in terms of
cultural capital as his father used to bring him books (written in English) for reading,
which gave him a sound understanding of English. He mentioned:
In my early age usually my father would bring small books of fairy tales, which
use to be in English and he used to read those to me. It was the result of this that I
got a lot of exposure to English language… When I came to Bloomfield Hall
School, which is a private school, I improved a lot…I was among the best and
the most sociable.
In the above excerpt Arsalan referred to the contribution of both his family offered him
an environment of learning English, which was further assisted by his education in one of
the elite schools. It was through his earlier schooling experiences that not only
contributed to improve his English language proficiency, but also made him one of the
most prominent and sociable students as not only indicated in his interview but also
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observed inside the classroom. Arsalan had access to the Internet and used to watch
television with his father, particularly channels such as BBC, CNN, and National
Geographic that could help him improve his English. He mentioned:
Though I do not go to museum but when I get up in the morning my father would
be watching National Geographic, Aljazeera that motivated us quite enough.
Like the rest of us in the family if I read a novel, one or other, read my siblings,
we usually find the movie made on that novel and then we set together and watch
it. These things improved my English a lot, and make me different than others
in classroom.
Arsalan’s positioned himself as an insider of the classroom community (Norton, 2000,
2013) and one of the core participants (Lavé & Wenger, 1991). He also had selfconfidence and declared himself “lucky” due to having access to the cultural capital,
which elite private schools confer on students. Confidence and the role of luck resonated
in Arsalan’s discussion about his schooling and English language learning experiences.
For him luck was also something not conferred on everyone and only few people have it.
While narrating his experiences, Arsalan mentioned:
My school was among the best so it had all the facilities necessary for learning.
It was one of the high standard schools, which gave me a lot, for example,
confidence. The students were from rich families. I am not from a rich a family
but I was lucky to be there. You know luck is not common. Everyone is not
lucky enough to go to a good school. We need to make all our schools good, not
look for the lucky people to be at lucky schools.
His reference to luck (which is not common) is based on both on access to resources, and
social and economic divisions characterizing schooling system in Pakistan. He further
explained that all schools must be equal and should make students’ fortune, instead of
students going to the selected institutions and make their fortune.
Arsalan was found extremely satisfied with the syllabus taught in his school. He
mentioned:
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I am satisfied with the syllabus taught in my school and college. I think it was
one of the best. The best schools are following standards set by the Cambridge
and government schools are following local syllabus, so there is no comparison.
For Arsalan, public and private (particularly the elite) schools had no comparison in
terms of educational standards they provided. Although he never attended any public
school but he was very critical of the public school system based on his Bachelor’s
degree that he got as a private candidate from the public sector college. He mentioned, “I
have never studied in a government school but my Bachelor’s degree gave me the feeling
that government sector is missing a lot. There is a big gap in syllabus.” He also
mentioned, “I don’t think that government schools are fulfilling students’ needs.” He
based his argument on the fact that public schools were relying on locally developed
syllabi, which could not be compared to the standards followed by the private schools,
particularly the elite ones. Arsalan not only referred to the common perception of public
schools as lagging behind in providing quality education, but also referred to his
classmates and perceived them as disadvantaged (Lavé & Wenger, 1991).
English: The symbol of power. Access to good schooling and English language
learning opportunities at home made Arsalan acknowledge the symbolic power of
English. While acknowledging the role and status of English, Arsalan mentioned,
“English is everything [smiling], so we have to learn it.” Arsalan also associated fortune
to English language learning and acknowledged that English is the passport to all kinds of
success. He said:
I have never attended any academy teaching French but I know French and I
learnt French with my own efforts. It means that you don’t need to go to an
English speaking country. English is a global language and could be learnt
anywhere. I am proud of myself. I have some particular devotion to English or
I…need this language. Success is not passing exams but how to succeed in the

141

long run. I am proud of myself, as I am successful so far. And all this is due to
my schooling and family.
For Arsalan, English language learning was available locally because of its global status.
Arsalan was among those participants who were always dominant in the
classroom (which was usually found to be common with other participants from private
schools) because of their excessive participation in classroom discussions. He repeatedly
referred to the standards of his school and family environment and accredited both for
helping him in improving his English language proficiency, spoken proficiency in
particular. Arsalan reiterated:
I don’t face any difficulties in asking questions or responding to them. The credit
goes to my schooling and home environment where all activities helped me
improve my English. Sometimes people think I have been to a native speaking
country but I have never been abroad.
Mentioning of people’s thought about him having exposure to native English speaking
country is an important point to be noted in regard to the advantaged positioning, cultural
capital and social recognition (Canagarajah, 2006a; Lavé & Wenger, 1991; Norton, 2000)
that elite private schools promise to their graduates.
Good English language proficiency not only offered Arsalan a core position in
classroom community, but also minimized the pressure of academic success to almost
none because he did not have any feeling of insecurity or being judged negatively on the
basis of his English proficiency and knowledge, that is, cultural capital. Unlike most of
the participants success had a different meaning for Arsalan. He said, “Success is not
passing exams but how to succeed in the long run.” Arsalan’s good schooling background
and strong family orientation resulted in a greater sense of belonging to the classroom,
which in return underlined the significance of English not only as the key tool for
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recognition in an ESL classroom and academic success, but also the prominent role of
English in the competitive job market. For Arsalan, it was very important to attend one of
the prestigious universities in Pakistan and his current graduate program was fulfilling
that dream. He was expecting a good job position in the future as he was planning to
appear in the Civil Services Pakistan Exams.
4. Mahnoor: English is not foreign to me. Mahnoor belonged to a working
middle class family in Gilgit Baltistan, and hailed from a rural private school
background. Her parents did not have a high socioeconomic status, but they were well
educated, and wanted their children to get private education. Her parents opted for the
best available schools for their children in Mahnoor’s hometown. Mahnoor’s father was
working as a teacher and her mother was a housewife. Mahnoor also had a chance to
practice English speaking at home because of her father. In addition to her school, it was
her home environment that offered her opportunities to acquire good English skills.
Although Mahnoor was from the remote Northern areas that are very tough in
terms of weather, terrain and transportation facilities where students have rare chances of
attending good private schools but she had a chance to go to a rural private school at
least. He schooling background gave her a chance to develop her linguistic skills and she
always look for opportunities to practice English. During her interview, Mahnoor
mentioned that she wanted pursue her career in the medical field (as a doctor/physician),
however she could not make it due to high competition and opted for majoring in
English. However, she saw a good future in majoring in English. Mahnoor said, “After all
I have to compete for jobs and there is a tough merit and competition, but English skills
makes it a bit easier.”
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English proficiency facilitates participation. Mahnoor was one of those
participants who preferred speaking English throughout her interview. She started
learning English from her 1st grade and practiced English in her school and her home
environment was good enough for improving her speaking skills in English as well.
Mahnoor reported, “My English language proficiency is the result of my schooling and
personal efforts at home, which help me to participate in classroom discussions.” She
sometime faced difficulties in dealing with the demanding academic situations; however
she believed in exhausting all opportunities of learning. While explaining the importance
of opportunities for practicing English Mahnoor said, “…opportunity knocks at the door
but once. I believe in that and I take every opportunity as a chance for improvement in
my English and participation.”
For Mahnoor, good English language proficiency was a prerequisite for effective
classroom participation. She said, “The best thing for participation is to forget about what
others will say and try to communicate what you have in your mind…I would say that
without good English, no one will be able speak in class a lot.” A strong belief in availing
opportunities was the most dominant feature in her interview. She said, “I feel
comfortable while speaking in class because I have good English speaking.” Mahnoor’s
comfort in speaking English and her English proficiency lessened her anxiety while
participating in classroom discourses.
Assessment: Situating the self. Mahnoor believed in avoiding consciousness
about others’ judgments while communicating in English. She said, “…If I know
anything I will speak out…The most difficult thing is to stop consciousness about
proficiency.” The striking point to be noted here is that consciousness about others’
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judgments (Clément, Dörnyei, & Noels, 1994) was the main reason for less participation
on the part of students. Mahnoor’s self-perceived belief in her language proficiency and
an insider status helped her never be ascribed a marginalized positions. Minimizing
consciousness about “others” was also helpful for Mahnoor because her positioning as an
insider was more concerned with how to avail an opportunity and less with what would
the group members think about her.
At the same time she also referred to the competitive job market characterized by
merit and efficiency in the English language. She said, “After all I have to compete for
jobs and there is a tough merit and competition but English skills makes it a bit easier.”
While commenting on her proficiency level, Mahnoor brought a significant point into
discussion, that is, the status of schools and English in Pakistan. She said:
More or less, like, Yes. I guess moderate. For putting myself at moderate the
reason is that I have been in the private school. If I compare my school with
other schools, for example, Beaconhouse, City Schools, or even the new ones
like the Educators, I feel like l should not put myself among the best ones.
But…English is not foreign to me, at least… English is not foreign to me, but
it is foreign to so many who are not from good schools.
The above excerpt shows that she was conscious about the categories of schools in
Pakistan, and at the same time of the status of English as well. Mahnoor had a good
schooling background but she said, “My parents gave me a chance of good education but
I still feel like I should have attended the best schools.” which shows the highest status of
the elite private schools and an urge for the elite private schools in Pakistan.
Like Qamoos, Arsalan, and Khan G., Haleema criticized some of the private
schools, which claim that they provide quality education but their administrators do not
know the difference between the word “public” and “private.” She said:

145

It is funny. Even some schools have a word “public” in their name but they are
private. If they don’t know the difference between private and government, how
can they impart good education? First they should know about the difference
and then claim about the quality.
Her efforts of improving her speaking skills and willingness to participate in
classroom discourses not only have positive effects on her sense of belonging to English
as a second language community but also on her academic success. Mahnoor was also
critical of the schooling system in Pakistan. While comparing the opportunities of
learning that both public and private schools offer, she expressed:
I am not satisfied…It also depends on the school you are admitted to. For
example, if someone is from the best school, he might think in a different way.
But if you want to know about the reality of something, ask those who don’t
have it.
In Mahnoor’s view, schools were promoting inequality because they were not offering
the same level of educational standards. She also referred to the importance of having
something that is instrumental in achieving one’s goals. She referred to students from
public schools while talking about educational opportunities and said, “Ask those who
don’t have it” but this comment could also be interpreted as “schools deprive some
while serving others.” Mahnoor also gave due importance to confidence, she said:
So I think schools provide different opportunities for different people…But we
have different levels of schools, like…those who have come from schools like
City, Beaconhouse, and some high level Army Public schools are very good in
English. They practiced English from their childhood and they are confident.
English: The symbol of power. Mahnoor also admitted that students from the
elite private schools have a high level of English proficiency and they also have
leadership qualities because they act in the classroom in a way that other students should
follow the norm as an established in classroom discourses. She said, “Sometimes I feel
these students think that other students should follow them. I think it is true as well. And
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you have to compete with students with a strong background.” The mention of access to
good schooling and opportunity is also noticeable in the above-cited excerpt because
Mahnoor’s reference to students from elite schools shows her acknowledgement of the
symbolic power that English tied to competition not only in an ESL classroom, but also
in the job market.
Mahnoor also had consciousness about membership of student groups based on
their proficiency in English and access to quality private schooling. While commenting
on socialization, group membership, and the availability of the English language—lingua
franca (Canagarajah, 2006a)—in local settings, Mahnoor said:
You can learn English everywhere, in schools, in private academies, in social
gatherings. I think one should have a good group of friends and practice English.
But to be a part of a strong group you have to be good in English…If someone
tries to watch movies, listen to music but in English. Language culture can be
learnt through using those sources.
The above excerpt shows that opportunities of English are available locally but everyone
does not have access to them. Mahnoor also brought the point of globalization and
English as a lingua franca into discussion and believed that learning depends on one’s
investment in learning (Norton, 2000). In addition, she also mentioned that the level of
confidence is associated with schooling background and students’ own efforts. She said,
“The world is a global village; you can find anything about language anywhere but
commitment matters.” Mahnoor’s comments signify the power of English in Pakistani
society and bring up the point that English is no longer confined to English-speaking
countries; rather it could be learned everywhere depending on the opportunities available
to students.
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Simply put, Mahnoor’s perception of English language learning underlined the
academic and social significance of English and the symbolic power (capital), which
English confers on those who know it well (Bourdieu, 1977a). It is evident from
Mahnoor’s reflections that good English language proficiency not only plays a significant
role in academic success, but also in dominant status attainment while reinforcing and
(re)producing ladders for upward social mobility.
Mahnoor’s opinion about English as a lingua franca and sense of commitment
made her exhaust any chances she got in regard to improving her English language
proficiency. Mahnoor’s commitment to improve her English and increase the chances of
her academic success and social recognition increased her sense of belonging to the
classroom and her peers as a community. Her opinion also signifies the concept of
“global is local” because for her English language learning was possible anywhere due to
globalization and resources that are available everywhere (Canagarajah, 2006a).
Nevertheless, we cannot make hasty conclusions because some areas in Pakistan
are still extremely underdeveloped, and students from disadvantaged backgrounds
negotiate their identities differently than those who come advantaged backgrounds. For
ELLs like Mahnoor, Arsalan, Qamoos, and Khan G. (private school students) success
might mean how to lead a successful life while utilizing the cultural capital they gained
from their schooling and home, but for ELLs like Wahdat, Junaid, and Haleema (public
school students) success might mean passing exams first and then think about social
recognition later.
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Public School Background
In this section I will discuss the experiences of participants hailing from private
schools and the salient patterns across their perceptions, related to English proficiency,
classroom participation, social identity, and the power of English (both symbolic and
actual). The common themes include contribution of English proficiency to participation,
self-juxtaposition with others, and English as the symbol of power. The recurring patterns
include level of confidence, notion of in/visibility, good versus bad schooling, lack of
teacher training and teaching methods, and limited access to technology.
5. Haleema: I am no more nervous. Haleema belonged to a lower middle class
family in rural Punjab, and hailed from a rural public school background. Her parents had
a low socioeconomic status, not well educated but they were aware of the fact of quality
education, which their children needed for upward social mobility. Haleema’s father was
working for a landlord and her mother was a housewife. The location of her school did
not allow her to practice English, the course materials were in Urdu, and all her teachers
used Urdu for all types of communication with the students. Haleema was among those
few students who code-switched to Urdu (italicized in transcription, see Appendix F for
Transcription Conventions) when needed due to facing problems while communication in
English. Haleema was the one of those participants whose parents cut their family
expenses off for the best possible education of their children. She started learning English
in first grade; nevertheless, she faced difficulties in dealing with the demanding situations
where she was expected to speak English.
English proficiency facilitates participation. Haleema opted for majoring in
linguistics because she wanted to be an English language teacher in a prestigious work
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setting. She had a very limited knowledge about the Internet, television, and other
technological resources, which could be helpful in increasing her cultural capital. While
referring to her exposure to television and the Internet she mentioned,
In my village I did not have access to any foreign channels. The only TV was
PTV [Pakistan television] and I did not like it. We used to watch dramas and
other programs but all were in Urdu… In my school and college I did not have
any knowledge about improving my language through watching movies, and
other English language programs. Even I didn’t how important communication
will be when I am in my MSc. (Italicized text represent translation from Urdu into
English; see Appendix F)
At the beginning of her Master’s, she never found herself well prepared for the
demanding situations due to her lack of confidence. It is evident from the above excerpt
that Haleema found herself disadvantaged due to her limited exposure to technology
through which she could improve her English proficiency that could facilitate her while
participating in classroom discussions.
Haleema’s interview was one of the shortest because she explained her language
learning experiences in shorter phrases being conscious to her speaking English
proficiency. She expressed high dissatisfaction with her prior schooling because it did not
enable her to acquire English skills essential effective participation in classroom
discussion. While explaining her schooling experiences, Haleema said:
My background in English should be good but it is not good because my school
was not located in a city like some people in the class are from good schools…I
am doing M.Sc. in linguistics because it is a good subject and I will improve my
English.
For Haleema, English proficiency was the key factor in facilitating classroom
participation. She said, “I think that one should have good language skills to share ideas
with others, otherwise he will keep silent.” Her sense of a deficient speaker in the target
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language made her conscious about how did others perceive her and where she should
stand in regard to her schooling background.
Assessment: Situating the self. In order to be recognized not only inside the
classroom, but also in the outside social world, Haleema adopted the strategy of
negotiating her sense of low language speaking skills into a motivated participant (Gao et
al., 2007) to the possible extent. Haleema also brought confidence level and school
standards into discussion during her interview. She explained:
Everyone wishes to be in a nice school because standard schools make students
very confident speaking English…I am not good in English but I will able to
improve I think…I used to be more comfortable while talking to friends, but not
in class…but I am no more nervous.
It is evident from Haleema’s perceptions about schools and schooling that ELLs have
consciousness the dual standards of schooling in Pakistan where they take the elite
schools as the marker of high standard schooling. Nevertheless, she was able to overcome
her nervousness and availed all opportunities to improve her comfort level in speaking
English. Haleema elucidated:
In the beginning, I was not feeling confident…But now, I am in a different
position. I have controlled the nervousness. I’m no more nervous… Teachers
think that I am shy but I am not. I used to be nervous while talking in English.
But I tried hard to control my nervousness and now I am able to communicate in
English.
Despite the fact that Haleema was able to successfully overcome her nervousness,
nevertheless she did not position herself (Davies & Harré, 1990) proficient enough in
English to be recognized and accepted in the mainstream of classroom. The
disadvantaged feelings made her nervous, which hindered her way of participation in
classroom. Haleema’s conscious thinking about people’s perception about her speaking
skills affected her comfort level and she preferred talking to friends outside classroom

151

and preferred to remain silent in groups. As noted in the above example, she was able to
overcome her deficient sense and started participation and to be an active member of the
classroom community. References to consciousness to errors, fear, and lack of confidence
on the part of public students were also salient in private school students’ responses in
regard to the concerns that public school students usually have in classroom discussions.
Although, Haleema was able to resist her own sense of fear but it took her a long time to
feel as an insider of the community (Lavé & Wenger, 1991), that is, an ESL classroom,
but this signifies the struggles of public school students in the classroom.
She associated her deficient English speaking skills with her school, which was
not located in a rich area. Consciousness about schooling system was also evident in her
discussion. For example, she said, “My concern was my language proficiency. But now I
think, I can convey my ideas but I might never be able to be like those from high standard
schools.” Nevertheless, her experiences as a graduate student in a leading Pakistani
university helped her work harder for her academic success and move from the sense of
detachment to that of belonging (Pavlenko & Lantolf, 2000). The conscious decisions on
her part to be ready for confronting all challenges and participate in classroom discourses
for her academic success made her a successful ELL both in terms of her grades (as
reported by Haleema) and her social disposition (Norton, 2000) because she was able to
control her nervousness and strive for an insider’s position. Haleema’s consciousness
made her compare herself with the students from elite private schools, which pushed her
toward competitiveness, and as a result she improved her participation level, English
language proficiency, and excelled toward academic success.
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English: The symbol of power. Being conscious about the symbolic power of
English (Bourdieu, 1991) in Pakistan, Haleema considered English as a passport to
prestige and success. For Haleema, the whole Pakistani society was driven by an
“English fever.” She said, “In Pakistan, there is English fever. If you know English,
people think you know everything.” Her access to one of the prestigious universities in
Pakistan and earning her Master’s degree in linguistics was a symbol of prestige not only
for her, but also for her family. After a successful graduation from a prestigious
university, she was expecting to work for a better future of her family and to be
recognized having a good status, that is, symbolic capital, in Pakistani society. A
reference to the “English fever” in Pakistani society shows the importance of the English
language and social prestige associated with English in Pakistani society.
At the same time, her family’s support was of a great importance to her because
what her parents invested in her education was a considerable portion of the whole family
income. She said, “My family support is the most important thing because they sacrificed
a lot for my schooling.” Haleema associated her success in having access to a leading
university in Pakistan, which provided her an opportunity to improve her skills in
English. Her limited English language proficiency negatively contributed to her level of
participation in classroom discourses, but an opportunity to study in one of the
prestigious universities helped her overcome nervousness. Other participants from public
schools also expressed the same feeling of prestige; nevertheless, they could not
overcome their disadvantaged feelings.
Furthermore, the symbolic power of English (Bourdieu, 1991) was predominant
in Haleema’s interview and the plausible explanation for such kind of disposition could
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be the instrumental role that English plays in Pakistani society and the learning of English
is beyond questioning. Nevertheless, Haleema’s agentive move from a hesitant ELL to a
relatively active participant enabled her to get out of the margins, invest in her language
learning, and be recognized as an active participant in her classroom.
Haleema’s prior schooling experiences as an ELL were not promising,
nevertheless, her approach to academic success, and an outlook about upward social
mobility changed positively once she started her graduate studies. Her current language
learning experiences repaired the loss (the sense of deprivation due to hailing from low
socioeconomic status and rural background) that she was conscious about and nurtured in
her a strong sense of belonging to the discourse community in an ESL classroom, and
helped her to be a member of mainstream group. As Haleema came across a new world at
the university, she took the ownership of her future and took agentive moves to repair her
past, balance the present through dealing with the academic requirements with courage,
and exploit her graduate ESL classroom for a bright future. Overall, Haleema changed
from a nervous, most of the times silent student to a highly motivated and active
participant in classroom discourses, and committed for academic and social
achievements. During classroom observations, I found her to be frequently asking
questions, responding to teachers’ question, and sharing her ideas with other peers.
6. Zara: The proprietor of cultural capital. Zara belonged to a middle class
working family in Punjab, and hailed from a public school background. Her parents were
not well educated but they were able to travel abroad, which gave Zara a chance to have
exposure to native English speaking countries and study there, for a shorter period
though. She went to a public school in the United States, after completing her
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kindergarten she moved to Pakistan, and studied in the public sector school till eighth
grade. Then she moved to Australia and completed her ninth and tenth grade from a
public school. She completed her undergraduate/Bachelor’s degree from the public sector
college in Pakistan.
Among all the focal participants, Zara was the one I had the longest interview
with because she explained her language learning experiences from both local and
international perspectives. She was the only student with an international experience who
did not attend a very competitive school and college system while studying in Pakistan
but had a direct contact with the native English speakers. She started learning English
from her first grade. Her exposure to the native English language culture nurtured her
into an individual who was open in discussing the problems she faced as an international
student and in a Pakistani ESL classroom.
English proficiency facilitates participation. Zara opted for majoring in
linguistics because she considered herself having good English language proficiency and
found a taste for science in linguistics. The semistructured interview I had with Zara,
shed light on a few significant aspects of her schooling experiences. While talking about
her feelings in regard to how English language proficiency and classroom participation
are interrelated, Zara said, “Well, English proficiency and participation go hand in hand.
If someone has good skills in any language, he/she would definitely prefer that language
while participating in discussions.” She further added, “Everyone is expected to speak
English in classroom because the teachers are expecting good English at Master’s level
studies.”
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Zara reported that she had a feeling of accomplishment with regard to the
dominant language learning but she felt lack of skills in regional languages, particularly
reading and writing in “mother tongue.” She reported, “English language is necessary for
the classroom but they [the students] might be losing their identity but that depends on
where they go to school.”
For Zara, participation was not limited to speaking in classroom only, but
developing the skills of how to be a successful person in the long run. While explaining
her perspective on participation, Zara said, “Participation means developing the skills that
help both in the classroom and the outside world as competition is not limited to
classroom only.” She also touched upon the fact that multicultural setting contributes to
learning and the acquisition of cultural capital. She affirmed, “When I was in Australia,
there were like multicultural students, like there were Turkish people, there were Iranian
people, so when you ask something…teachers really encourage you so much.”
Zara advocated for both English and regional languages in order to prepare
students for the competition but not at the cost of their “mother tongue,” their identity.
Zara preferred classroom discussion in Urdu and English because she did it would give
due importance to both English and students’ and the national language. She said, “I
know everything in English and it is like my language and I own it. But…I think they
[students] should learn both English and Urdu. Languages are worth learning.”
Assessment: Situating the self. Most of Zara’s peers considered her as the best
among all the students due to her exposure to the English language in the native-speaking
countries. Nevertheless, Zara’s stance was different. She said, “I wouldn’t say that my
English is the best among all…I mean you know its all about I come among the good
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ones… most of them didn’t find a chance to practice speaking, otherwise they might have
been better than me.” It is also evident from her experiences in a Pakistani ESL
classroom context that other students considered her the sole proprietor of English
language culture and as a model for them for associating themselves with their imagined
communities.
Zara’s preferences were tilting more toward regional languages because she was
feeling accomplished with reference to the dominant language learning. At the same time,
Zara was critical of educational standards in Pakistan, particularly in the public sector.
While commenting on the status and standard of school and teaching in Pakistan, she
reiterated:
…it depends on the institution like if it’s public but if the teachers are good, and
if the institution is in a good city, then yes, you have a better chance of learning
English and being exposed to it well and produce successful students. But if the
public school is like in a village, like in a remote area where teachers are not like
good, but there is like a needle in haystack where you cannot find good teachers.
But other than that I think teachers are not like dedicated to teaching you
anything. So it’s all about the teachers and location of the school and mostly
that would count.
Zara’s division of schools into two categories, that is, urban and rural, signifies the
discourse about the role of educational institutions in defining ELLs’ success both
academically and socially. The above excerpt shows that the location of school was one
of the significant markers of the educational standards it would provide, which is also
salient in all the focal participants’ interviews. She was also critical of teaching materials
taught in Pakistani public schools. She criticized schools for both the teaching materials
and teachers. While reporting her experiences in a Pakistani public school, Zara narrated:
The teaching materials are not practical in schools and colleges. There is
nothing about English language learning. The only thing they have is to cram
stuff and pass the exam. Private schools might do better but again as I already
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told you it depends on where the school is? If the school is in good
neighborhood and good area, it’s gonna produce good students. The schools in
suburbs are not good and the teachers don’t know what teaching is? If we talk
about good schools like Beaconhouse, City School, yes difference is there but
how many can go to such expensive schools? I am sure most of those students
will do superb if they get a chance to practice English as they should.
In the above excerpt mentioned the contribution of elite and nonelite schools to
educational standards and their social roles in Pakistani society where according to her,
elite schools are the best but accessible to few only. She referred to the elite schools such
as “Beaconhouse” and “City School System” preparing competent students compared to
public schools situated in the suburbs. She also referred to the fact that very few can
attend the schools because of socioeconomic disparities in Pakistan.
For Zara, peer pressure was not something to be taken serious, but challenges
were coming from teachers. According to her, teachers were creating more pressure on
students because majority of them did not know the right methods of teaching. She said:
Whenever we talk about education system, we really need to talk about the
teachers’ training because I know it is not Australia where what teachers go
through and it takes ages to become a teacher in Australia, and only those who are
dedicated to, can become a teacher whereas here like we make fun of it but we
say anyone who can’t become anything or nothing, they become a teacher.
Zara also related students’ confidence level to learning. She positioned herself on the
advantageous side in regard to participation except in some particular situations when she
deliberately decided not to participate, but she also acknowledged other classmates’ skills
as well. While describing her position, Zara pointed out:
I think, I would say I am in a better position because I had a good exposure to
English and that is something makes me different form other students, they are
better in other areas though. Well, participation depends. It is not just about
English; it is about confidence as well but vocabulary also counts. I think I am in
a better position so far as speaking is concerned but that is not the criteria.
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English: The symbol of power. Zara endorsed that English is necessary for
success in Pakistan and her good English skills would prove helpful in finding her a good
job position in Pakistani job market. However she showed a strong sense of affiliation
with Pakistani languages. Zara said:
They [students] should learn English when they are little and when they grow up
they should learn Urdu. If we are trying to see the difference, medium of
instruction should be English but not at the cost of students’ mother
tongue…regional languages are totally stunted at schools and the students are
discouraged from learning…regional languages.
Another worth noting point, which Zara stressed on, is that learning any language is more
about finding opportunities of practicing speaking. Her perception of the English
language also highlights that students are conscious about the status of English as a
lingua franca and they do not need to go to native speaking community for learning
English. She said:
It is all about opportunities and they are available locally as well. I got a chance
to go abroad and I got good English but I am sure that other students can learn
good English here in Pakistan provided they are given opportunities. I would
say there are so many good students in the department and I am one of them. I am
among good ones but I wouldn’t say I am on the top. They are don’t know how
not always depend on the teacher.
The above excerpt shows that Zara recognized the importance of English not only in
Pakistani society but also all over the world and advocated access to the dominant
language learning and quality education. In addition, her feelings about nonuniform
policy of English language learning teaching in Pakistani school system highlights that
the advantaged status of students with good English language proficiency, not only
reinforces the disadvantaged disposition of those with limited English proficiency but
also the social structures in society.
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Zara’s sufficient exposure to the English language and culture puts her in a
position to reflect on the Pakistani education system and English language teaching. She
was able to establish her position both as a proficient speaker of English and knowing
what was appropriate to say, how, and when. She also touched upon one of the biggest
problems in Pakistani education, which is students’ lack of creativity and dependence on
teachers because they usually don’t take initiatives to take the responsibility of their
learning. While looking into the factor of lack of creativity and taking the responsibility
of learning for due to limited practice in English through prior schooling background,
schooling system in Pakistan (re)produces classes (Bourdieu, 1997) located in peripheries
and in the core where the core is always at advantageous side.
7. Junaid: Fighting on two fronts. Junaid belonged to a lower-middle class
family in Sindh, and hailed from rural public school background. Being among those
participants who were from public school background but eager to participate in
classroom discourses, Junaid presented a unique case of study. When I approached him
for a semistructured interview, he expressed his generous willingness and overt
friendliness while narrating his schooling experiences. Junaid was always anxious to
participate in classroom discourses, however, most of the times he found himself in a
challenging situation. His instructor indicated that Junaid might be one of the best choices
as a focal participant because he was usually found silent in the class. I too noticed that
he would rarely participate but I was curious about his teachers’ comments that Junaid
had been reported as a totally different person outside the classroom, a talkative and an
active participant in discussions among friends.
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Junaid had already been labeled as one of the poorest student in terms of his
classroom participation because he might be too shy to share his schooling experiences.
Junaid proved to be one of the best choices as a focal participant because he was among
few students in the class who started learning English in the sixth grade. He started
learning English from the sixth grade onwards because of the education policies of the
Sindh province, Pakistan where Sindhi is being taught as a compulsory course from first
grade through sixth. He did not have a great deal of exposure to English language
speaking because his parents were not well educated, his mother having no education and
his father having just 10 years of schooling. As observed in classroom, Junaid did not
demonstrate any good English language speaking skills because he found it very difficult
to communicate well while conscious about the teachers’ and other peers’ good English
speaking skills.
English proficiency facilitates participation. Junaid’s opted for majoring in
English/linguistics as he will be able to improve his English language skills, and have a
good future. For Junaid, English proficiency was not required for classroom participation,
but also a source of prestige in classroom. He mentioned:
What I know is that those who have good English are not only considered good
in the class but also have the dominant position. I never used English when I
was in my school and do not participate a lot in class but I am trying.
Junaid also made it clear that proficiency does not come within two years of Master’s
studies; it rather needs a long time. He said, “I never got a chance speaking English and
discussion during my whole schooling. Good proficiency comes with participation from
school level.” Junaid assessed himself as less proficient in English. While commenting on
his participation in classroom, Junaid said:
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Whenever I want to ask a question or I am confused about anything I have think
in Sindhi first, then translate into Urdu and then into English. In this way I lose
time and sometimes I don’t ask questions or answer because I see the teacher
already has already started talking about another point. My English is a barrier
to participation.
The confusion and less participation on the part of Junaid was a result of his limited
English proficiency. It is also evident from Junaid’s experiences that how he took
agentive moves to overcome the challenges and participate in classroom discussions to
the possible extent. Junaid said:
My English is a barrier. Sometimes I tell myself I don’t have to care about
others if they look down upon me or laugh at my language proficiency but it is
very hard to do that. I have controlled my consciousness to some extent but I
don’t know how I be able to have good communication skills, I need good
English for my job. So I have to work hard and face the challenges…now I have
a chance to improve my skills.
Junaid’s comments demonstrate that he was determined to exercise his agency and make
a choice either to participate and improve his linguistic skills or be ready for challenges
he has to face in the job market. Junaid’s explanation highlights that ELLs with
disadvantaged dispositions face challenges while simultaneously focusing on their
academic demands and improving their English language skills.
Assessment: Situating the self. Junaid was proud of his current status and
declared himself very lucky. He recollected that how it had become possible for him to be
a student of the top ranked university in Pakistan while he was not well versed in English.
Nevertheless, he positioned himself with While talking about his participation in
classroom, Junaid mentioned, “I did not have a good exposure to English…I will not put
myself in high or very high position. Because my education, my educational background
is not high level.”
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Junaid’s disadvantaged positioning could be interpreted as a model of students
having strong academic and social aspirations but seem less active due to disadvantaged
educational orientation. He had a strong aspiration to be a good English language
speaker, but he was pushed to identify himself as a misfit in an all-English environment.
He mentioned:
My schooling didn’t help me but I am always conscious of my language skills. I
started using English in class since last two years after I joined this program. So
how can I compete but I am trying. I feel I am fighting at (sic) two fronts…my
studies and my language.
Junaid mentioned that he was proud to be studying in Pakistan’s leading
university hailing from a disadvantaged background though. He struggled in assimilating
into an all-English academic environment in a way not to resist the pressures and
demands of his studies and linguistic improvements but his consistent consciousness was
negatively contributing to his social identity (Norton, 2000). Junaid also brought the role
of confidence into discussion and said, “Those who don’t participate I think they don’t
have confidence…they don’t have any good background of education. That’s why…they
are afraid of participation…I think the same is the case with most of us. I mean
government school students.”
After a long interview with Junaid, it was evident that he was a student with a
strong commitment for academic achievements because he succeeded in getting
admission to one of the prestigious and competitive institutions, which is not always the
case with students from low socioeconomic and rural background. But the sense of
deprivation and disadvantage schooling background offered him identity choices of
fighting both with the demands of his studies and improve English language speaking
proficiency at the same time, which was not an easy task for him. Junaid narrated, “The
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standard of my teachers and instructional environment never gave me chance of
practicing speaking English and be prepared for the future studies.”
English: The symbol of power. The symbolic power of English also resonated in
Junaid’s interview. While explaining the role of English both in classroom and outside,
Junaid mentioned, “English is not required in Pakistan only. I think it is required
everywhere. When we mention globalization, the first thing, which comes into my mind
is English.” Junaid further added:
I don’t think that I need to go in any English-speaking country for learning good
English. I am saying this because English learning opportunities are available in
Pakistan. Students from the best private schools speak good English but I am
sure they didn’t go to any foreign English speaking country.
It is evident from the above excerpt that Junaid, while endorsing the dominant role of
English not only in Pakistan but also all over the world stressed on two things. First, if
someone wants to learn English, he/she is not supposed to go to any English speaking
country because the prevalence of English everywhere. Second, the imagined
communities (Kanno, 2003) in the case of students form public schools were associated
with having access to the best private schools. It is likely that students from public
schools limited their imagined communities to having access to good private schooling in
local settings because English has become a global language and could be learned
anywhere provided there are opportunities of learning.
While referring to English as one of the key requirements for assessment and
recognition, Junaid mentioned, “I need good English for my job. The interviewer always
judges candidates on their English language skills. Good English is required to survive in
our society and have respect.” Furthermore, deficient dispositions with reference to
academic capabilities and language skills on the part of some ELLs would shrink the
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possibilities of increasing self-confidence and participation in classroom discourses.
Essentially, deficient view of one’s English proficiency would, in turn, affect their sense
of belonging, their academic success and social identity beyond the campus level.
Unlike students from private school background, Junaid was found to be thinking
more about the scarcity of opportunities and less about assessing others. Junaid said,
“How can I judge others? I don’t know how to assess others if I don’t have any exposure
to good schooling. What I know is that my schooling was not good.” Junaid’s struggling
situation (which was also found to be salient among other participants from public
schools) shows that students from public school background may still be at a
disadvantaged position due to their limited English language proficiency no matter how
motivated they are. A plausible explanation is that developing necessary academic
language proficiency is a protracted process (Hakuta et al., 2000) this means that students
who come from disadvantaged background will face linguistic disadvantage (Harklau,
2000; Harklau & McClanahan, 2012; Harklau et al., 1999) due to their limited exposure
to cultural capital resources compared to their linguistically proficient speakers hailing
from the advantaged private school background. Junaid’s English language learning
experiences also highlight that public school background put ELLs to cope with two
challenging situations at the same time; first, they have to catch up with their proficient
peers in order to be recognized at the core, and second, spare more time to meet the
academic demands of their graduate studies.
The fact that Junaid was fighting on two fronts highlights that in his mind learning
English and passing exams are two separate things, whereas the educational system in
Pakistan treats them as intertwined. Such comments on Junaid’s part signify the issues
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with the educational system that does not pay due attention to students’ English language
learning opportunities at school level. Junaid repeatedly expressed his commitment not
only for securing high grades and excel academically but also for being acknowledged in
the job market that was full of challenges. In order to achieve those goals, ELLs like
Junaid are supposed to put extra efforts and time to succeed beyond the classroom.
Students’ self-image and future prospects therefore push them making conscious
decisions, which in turn testify that their agentive moves affect their positioning in
classroom participation and identity negotiation. Junaid successfully completed his
degree with relatively good grades, however ELLs’ agentive moves are a part of the
social world around them (Fuentes, 2012; Harklau & McClanahan, 2012; Kibler, 2014;
Varghese, 2012). Determination on the part of disadvantaged ELLs make them succeeds
in their academic pursuits. Nevertheless, exercise of agency is determined by the capital
(social, economic, and cultural), which ELLs bring into an ESL classroom and push them
to position themselves at either of the two poles, that is, the periphery and the core.
8. Wahdat: I want to be invisible. Wahdat belonged to a lower middle class
family in rural KPK, having a rural public school background. Her parents had a lower
socioeconomic status, having a college degree, but they were not able to provide private
education to their children as there was no private school in her area of residence.
Wahdat’s father was working in a public sector office and her mother was a housewife.
Wahdat was from a rural public school background and did not have enough chances to
practice English to the extent essential for acquiring good English language proficiency.
Urdu and Pashto were the commonly used languages in her school. Wahdat hailed from a
rural public school located in the remote areas of KPK. The reasons for the excessive use
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of Pashto were: first, the majority of the students were from low-income families and did
not have exposure to any other language and second, the school’s location in a far-flung
area and teachers’ rural background having no good communication skills even in Urdu.
Wahdat was able to improve her Urdu language proficiency because she had a
chance to move to Islamabad and stay there for a while before starting her graduate
studies, and had opportunities to practice Urdu, not English. Wahdat was the only student
who opted for her interview to be in Urdu. She could have opted for Pashto because she
and I were from the same linguistic background, however she opted for Urdu. The
plausible reason for such a choice might be the status of Urdu as the national language
and her comfort level to adhere to at least one of the academic languages.
English proficiency facilitates participation. During her interview, Wahdat
mentioned that she was not among the proficient students. She did not want to be picked
due to her English language proficiency and placed herself in the lowest category of
proficiency. Wahdat’s case is unique in a sense that she did not have a chance to visit
multiethnic places and have interactions with different people from different areas of
Pakistan. She was able to experience an urban life right before starting her graduate
studies. Due to her rural public school background she did not have enough opportunities
to improve her spoken skills in the English language.
Wahdat opted for majoring in English/linguistics because of her ambition. She
said, “I wanted [had ambition] to do Master’s in English that’s why I got admission in
linguistics.” When asked about how she prepares a response to either ask or answer a
question, she said, “I don’t think in English directly. I don’t respond to questions because
it takes longer time. Even preparing for presentations takes longer time and I spare a lot
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of my time for that.” Taking longer time in preparing a response for asking or answering a
question was also common with other students hailing from public schools.
Wahdat further explained, “I don’t have good English speaking skills and I don’t
participate a lot in classroom. I think good practice makes good participation in class.”
Assessment: Situating the self. While comparing her position in terms of spoken
English proficiency with other peers, Wahdat said:
I don’t feel like I’m a good English speaker. I just want to be invisible in the
class… How can I put myself in the high category that is not for people like me? I
feel hesitation because of my weak speaking skills…I wish I had a chance to
improve my English…I am very shy and this is due to our schooling where we
were not encouraged to ask questions so that we could develop confidence.
The above excerpt from Wahdat’s interview shows few significant issues, which ELLs
encounter in a language classroom. First, she positioned herself as a deficient speaker and
considered herself to be among the weakest students, associated her lack of confidence
with her schooling, and wanted to be “invisible” but also extended the same feeling
toward other students from public schools while using the plural “we.” Second, she never
thought of herself to be one of the active participants because of her lower comfort level
speaking English. The sense of loss in her thoughts negatively affected her participation
level and she felt like losing opportunities to prove herself as a good student. Third, she
was critical of her schooling background and associated her lack of confidence with her
prior schooling. Taken as a whole, her positioning is typical of most of the students from
public school background who usually think about themselves as lacking the main tool of
recognition in classroom, that is, good English speaking skills.
When asked about whether both public and private schools contribute to
schooling standards the same way, Wahdat said:
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They [schools] provide different opportunities. Public schools are unsuccessful in
providing good education as compared to private schools. You can look at me. If
I were from a private school I should have been different. Students from
government schools are not fluent in English because they never have a chance to
practice English. The only practice they have is writing.
Wahdat’s response to the above question highlights one of the main issues in the
Pakistani educational system, that is, the language of instruction, which divides the
schooling system into Urdu and English medium where English medium schools are
considered better by default. While presenting herself as an example, Wahdat referred to
the deficient contribution of the public school system in Pakistan. She expressed that she
would have definitely been different if not having public school background.
Wahdat’s experiences also highlight that public schools produce deficient ELLs
not only in regard to speaking, but confidence as well. She complained:
My previous schooling has not prepared me; it neither developed my linguistic
skills nor confidence. I think confidence comes with speaking. If someone is a
good speaker, he is confident as well. In government schools there is no such
environment. The environment here at the university is different. Here we can
practice English but that was not the case in schools.
English: The symbol of power. Her confidence level was very low, which is also
evident from her interview because hers was the shortest one among all the eight focal
participants, and almost all in Urdu. Moreover, she opted to be interviewed in Urdu for it
gave her a chance to express her experiences in a better way. Before the formal beginning
of the interview she told me that I better ask her questions in Urdu, otherwise she might
miss a lot of ideas due to her limited communication skills in English. At the very onset
of the interview she said, “I want to be invisible…,” which is worth noting. Her agentive
moves to be invisible resulted in very limited investment in English language learning on
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her part. She also expressed discomfort with Urdu as the language of instruction. She
said:
Urdu should not be medium of instruction in Pakistan. I think we should start
teaching in English from the very first class. Urdu could be learnt anywhere.
Schools should follow English strictly… I have never spoke English in school and
college, though I did writing and also listening. No speaking practice means no
chances of speaking skills. Colleges and schools I mean government ones have
nothing. We should learn English because we need it everywhere.
Another striking fact that Wahdat touched upon was her sense of loss because she
started English language learning from first grade but she was never able to go beyond
cramming some rules of grammar and copying from the black board. Wahdat was found
extremely dissatisfied with the role of the public schools and Urdu as the language of
instruction. Nevertheless, she explicitly acknowledged the dominant role of English. She
elaborated on the role of schooling while talking about her active and linguistically
proficient peers:
They have confidence…but we [public school students] cannot ask questions
due to lack of confidence. They have good schooling and practice in English.
They might also have gone to standard private academies to improve their
English. I know a few of my friends who have improved their English from private
academies.
A sociocultural and socioeconomic indicator is also evident in her response because she
thought that her proficient peers might have attended private tutoring academies, which
she was deprived of due to her rural background. Moreover, a reference to elitism is also
present in her response because access to “standard private academies” is only possible if
someone has a high economic status.
Wahdat also referred to the standards of teaching in both public and private
schools. She said, “Government teacher have little knowledge, in case they have they do
not impart it to students. In the private schools, there is a pressure on teachers…they
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work hard…The parents of students in public schools don’t know about their children’s
education.” A reference to public school teaching standards juxtaposed with access to
private tutoring and teaching standards also highlights the promotion and legitimization
of elitism because access to standard institutions projects the “taken for granted” ideology
about the English language, which is necessary to be a member of core communities.
For Wahdat, communication skills were a passport to academic success and social
recognition, which could primarily be gained via good private schooling. She asserted,
“Standard private schools make their students successful and known everywhere.” As a
matter of fact, Wahdat’s perceptions show that ELLs with limited English proficiency go
through various stages of constructing and reconstructing their self (Norton, 2000,
emphasis added), and have burdens twice of those having good English language
proficiency. Wahdat mentioned:
The students in public schools usually come from poor families. If the family
income is not enough, the parents cannot send their children to private schools.
Their [public school students] burden is more than those who come from standard
schools. For example, what I and may be other students like me cover in three
hours, students from private schools cover it in less than an hour.
Wahdat’s individual dissatisfaction could significantly be associated with the fact
that most of the public school students disadvantaged positioning stems from limited
access to standard private education, and limited practice in the target language speaking.
While commenting on the classroom scenario, her grades, and position, Wahdat
mentioned:
My grades are not bad but I cannot compare them with other students. I try to
avoid speaking English and sometimes I feel lonely because other students share
the things that I don’t know anything about. Even if I know I don’t have good
English to share it in class. Most of the students think that I like to be a
backbencher but schooling background pushes me in the corner.
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Her self-perceived deficient position in the classroom pushed her to decide “not to
be visible” which negatively affected her academic performance not in terms of
getting good grades and passing the exams but as a sociable student.
Wahdat’s belief that once someone loses opportunities of improving English in
the early stages of schooling, it becomes challenging for them to improve later on in
graduate classrooms negatively affected her visible investment in classroom discourses
(Norton, 2000). Nevertheless, she said, “We do not need to abroad to learn English; it
could be learnt anywhere in Pakistan because English is a global language.” Wahdat’s
reference to locally available English learning opportunities highlights ”localized”
imagined communities (Anderson, 1991; Canagarajah, 2006b). The anonymity she opted
for created tensions between her ascribed identity, that is, a shy student, and her good
grades, that is, a hard working successful ELL. Her perceptions on previous schooling
and consciousness to lack of opportunities made her think of her self as an outsider in the
classroom (Lavé & Wenger, 1991). Her agentive moves to be “invisible” inside the
classroom pushed Wahdat to think of quitting her graduate studies, but social pressures
did not allow her to do so. Wahdat explained, “Sometimes I feel I want to quit, but how
would I justify that in front of parents and other friends pushes me back to school.”
Wahdat’s decision to be “invisible” seems associated with power relationships
(Lavé & Wenger, 1991) in an ESL classroom, a social space (Norton, 2000) where ELLs’
ambivalent behaviors and situational silence in regard to speaking the target language
could be attributed to the lack of uniform and legitimate power dynamics. In a nutshell,
Wahdat’s silence or limited participation in classroom discourses is not simply a docile
acknowledgement of her disadvantages schooling background, but also a representation
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of attentive silence, which symbolizes deficient ELLs’ rights to speech or power to
impose reception (Bourdieu, 1977b) in a Pakistani ESL classroom.
The demanding situation in her graduate classroom in regard to participation
produced a sense of discomposure in Wahdat, which put limits on her identity as an
insider or sense of belonging in an ESL classroom. Her agentive moves pushed her
toward nonparticipation or in some situations very limited participation and anonymity
(Kanno, 2003), which is aligned to the majority of the ELLs’ situation hailing from
public schools in Pakistan. In the case of Wahdat in particular and about students from
public schools in general, access to prestigious institutions like the one served as site for
the present study was the marker of success not only in the sense of the present but also
in the future and a passport to membership of the dominant social groups as well.
Summary
This chapter provided a thorough within-case analysis (Merriam, 1998, emphasis
added) of qualitative data collected via semistructured interviews from the eight focal
participants. The semistructured interview of each participant was analyzed individually
and then linked to the perceptions of other participants to reflect on the
interconnectedness of ELLs’ perceptions on English language learning experiences,
classroom participation, identity, and power relationships. While presenting significant
interrelationship of ELLs’ on English language learning and schooling experiences, the
qualitative analysis of the data revealed significant commonalities in prior schooling,
current experiences, and future social trajectories (Norton, 2000; Norton Peirce, 1995).
The data show that ELLs’ cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1991) in regard to classroom
participation, identity and power relationships had both positive and negative effects on

173

their academic and social life trajectories. The positive effects were associated with
enough exposure to the English language and good and private schooling, which was
considered a passport to success while negative effects were due to ELLs’ deficient
dispositions (Bourdieu, 1997) nurtured due to the sense of disadvantaged schooling and
high expectations both in the classroom and in the competitive job market. The
challenges that ELLs encountered or the promises they expected were primarily
associated with schooling background, self-confidence, academic success, and social
recognition (Norton, 2000; Norton Peirce, 1995). The perceptions of ELLs from private
schools were predominantly positive about their schooling and the plausible reason for
such perceptions was the possession of high level of cultural capital whereas ELLs from
public schools perceived themselves as possessing limited cultural capital essential for
academic success but did not consider it sufficient for competition in the job market.
In regard to cultural capital imparted through educational institutions, I
investigated ELLs’ perceptions on their English language learning and schooling
experiences that legitimize participation in an ESL classroom and the core group
membership (Anderson, 1991; Canagarajah, 2006b; Lavé & Wenger, 1991). In addition,
how ELLs’ disposition developed via schooling project academic success and future life
trajectories, and how do they manage their cultural capital for the negotiation of identity
and core or marginal positions. Taken as a whole, the importance of good proficiency
echoed in all of the participants’ point of view not only for classroom participation but
also for social benefits. The struggle for recognition and benefits was seen in two forms.
Those who were in the peripheral position strived for gaining membership of the core
while those already in the core competed for gaining higher recognition within the core.
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The common thing among all the participants irrespective of their limited or unlimited
exposure to English language learning was that they considered English as the key player
for academic success and upward social mobility.
The negotiation and integration into the classroom environment made some of the
ELLs feel valued and chosen as the best among so many while those who opted for
anonymity and resistance faced difficulties in achieving their academic goals and
realizing their social identity associated with academic excellence. All eight focal
participants informing the qualitative part of the present study had unique schooling and
English language learning experiences as described in this chapter; however, the
commonalities found in regard to their prior schooling and perceptions on their language
learning experiences resulted in the identification of some common themes, which I will
discuss in the next chapter. What is worth mentioning here is that all the participants
narrated their lived schooling experiences with reference to their past, affecting their
present and anticipating future negotiated through preparation in the present.
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Chapter 6
Discussion
Aiming to explore the impact of prior schooling and English language learning
experiences on ELLs’ participatory patterns, power hierarchies, and identity negotiation,
the present study treats an ESL classroom as a social space characterized by multiple
discourses associated with academic success and social life trajectories. Bourdieu’s
(1977b) social and cultural reproduction complemented with CoP approach (Eckert &
McConnell-Ginet, 1992, 2007; Lavé & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) provided the
theoretical foundation for the present study.
The ways of speaking in the classroom or participation patterns in the social
world are not merely a matter of discovering how language practices correlate with social
activities in a given social structure, but also signify the embedded social meanings and
hierarchies of discourse for negotiating one’s self juxtaposed against other group
members (McConnell-Ginet, 1988) through shared experiences (Lewis, 1997). As
recognition of one’s self in a community of practice is fluid, participation in, and a sense
of (not) belonging in the social world are defined by the ascribed and the “aspired for
position” in a given community (Lavé & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). Identities
constituted through participation in classroom discourses could be treated as labeling and
being labeled, which in the case of participants in the present study are related to public
versus private school backgrounds. As a common understanding in Pakistan, students
from private schools are labeled as highly proficient in English and active in classroom
discussions compared those from public schools who are labeled as less proficient and
less active in classroom discourses.
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In the present study, an ESL classroom has been treated as a social space offering
opportunities for a shared goal, that is, achieving academic success and social recognition
as an insider of a learning community through either explicit or implicit group
juxtaposition (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005; Eckert & McConnell-Ginet, 1998; Lavé &
Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). The practices in ESL classroom offer linguistic practices
as a shared enterprise to students to shape power relationships through situated language
use and make a sense of the social world around them. An ESL classroom therefore,
constructs a CoP that offers a window to learners’ outside world through their learning
experiences and finding a place in the social order defined by their dispositions
(Bourdieu, 1977a).
In this chapter, I collectively treat the results of the student survey, classroom
observations, and findings from semistructured interviews. I compare and contrast the
experiences of all the focal participants, identify the recurring patterns in qualitative data,
and interpret them vis-à-vis the questions that the present study endeavors to answer
through connecting the findings with the previous research. The quantitative results of the
present study are correlated with the recurring patterns in qualitative data, and then
extrapolated in relation to ELLs’ prior experiences. Having in mind the fluid and contextbased nature of identity and power (Holland et al., 1998; Norton, 2000), the present study
approaches an ESL classroom as social space characterized by cultural and symbolic
capital acquired via access to education and dominant (English) language learning.
Before delving into a detailed description of the findings it is necessary to restate
that a total of 80 graduate students majoring in linguistics inform the quantitative part of
the present study where eight out of them also serve as the focal participants and provide
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qualitative insights from the data. The detailed demographics of the participants were
provided in Chapter 3. The following section presents the commonalities and differences
via cross-case analysis (Merriam, 1998, emphasis added) in relation to the disparities that
exist among ELLs based on their access to the dominant language learning and
educational practices—cultural capital.
ELLs’ Perceptions: A Cross-Case Analysis
Being recognized as a “kind of person” either ascribed to or aspired for (Gee,
2000; Norton, 2000) is helpful in uncovering the interrelationship of access to schooling,
language learning, and the sense of belonging to discourse communities. Individuals’
perceptions on how “others” perceive them and who they “actually are,” provide insights
into participants’ experiences (Hawkins, 2005; Kamada, 2010; Martin-Beltrán, 2010;
Norton Peirce, 1995; Toohey, 2000; Vetter, 2010).
Nevertheless, all ELLs cannot be treated as having the same level of linguistic
skills (Kachru, 2005) because English language learning is not smooth on the part of
learners. In other words, ELLs need to be familiar not only with the cultural knowledge
of the target language but also have the knowledge and appropriateness of language use
in different discourses. Before delving into the details, it is essential to clarify that, in the
present study, ELLs’ experiences have been treated as a collective representation of
schooling background, that is, public and private, and prior schooling experiences, which
includes access to dominant language learning and resources essential for acquiring the
cultural capital necessary for gaining membership in the dominant group.
As noted in Chapter 3, I triangulated (Brown & Rodgers, 2003) the three types of
data (surveys, individual semistructured interviews, and classroom observations)
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collected over the three phases of the present study project. Through recursive data
analysis the themes that emerged were: (i) Confidence bears participation, (ii)
Dis/advantaged schooling, (iii) Identities: Power and (in)visibility, and (iv) English: The
passport to success.
In the following sections, I will describe the above-mentioned themes and
triangulate them with quantitative and qualitative data.
Confidence bears participation. As noted in Chapter 4, one goal of the present
study was to explore whether students hailing from different schooling background
demonstrate different spoken English language proficiency and different patterns of
participation in classroom. While investigating the differences in ELLs’ language
proficiency, I initially divided the participants into two distinct groups, that is, public and
private, and further division was based on school location, that is, urban versus rural.
Quantitative data revealed statistically significant results. A comparative analysis
of the students’ survey responses show that students from private schools reported their
proficiency at a higher level compared to their public schools counterparts (see Chapter 4,
Table 8). In the same vein, students from urban schools reported a higher level of
proficiency compared to rural schools students (see Chapter 4, Table 9). It is likely that
confidence plays a role as a predictor of participation in the classroom (which is both a
marker of current success in English and a predictor of future success).
If we also take the element of classroom participation into account, public/private,
urban/rural divide is also present. Students from private schools frequently participated
compared to their public schools counterparts (see Chapter 4, Table 10). Similarly,
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students from urban schools reported frequent participation in classroom discussions
(Chapter 4, Table 11).
In the same vein, students from private schools used lesser number of shorter
sentences, showed a higher frequency of turns and initiative, and asking and responding
to questions (Chapter 4, Table 14). Similarly, English proficiency, classroom
participation, and confidence showed statistically significant correlations (see Chapter 4,
Table 12). However, no statistically significant gender differences were found in regard
to English proficiency, classroom participation, and confidence (see Chapter 4, Table 13).
Based on the analysis of semistructured interviews, students from private school
backgrounds reported high speaking proficiency in English while students from public
schools reported that their English proficiency was lower. All the Participants reported
their prior educational background as the primary reason for differences in their English
language proficiency.
Students’ confidence (or lack thereof) was also reflected in the focal participants’
interviews. Students from private schools while using phrases such as “I am good in all
skills because I am not shy” (Khan G., interview), “My school…gave me a lot, for
example, confidence…I am proud of myself” (Arsalan, interview), “If I compare
myself with other peers, I think that I am in a competitive position” (Qamoos, interview)
testify that they exhibited confidence. Students from public schools, on the other hand,
reported a lack of or lower level of confidence. While talking about confidence, they used
phrases such as “I was not feeling confident… I have controlled the nervousness. I’m
no more nervous…I used to be nervous while talking in English” (Haleema,
interview), “My English is a barrier… I feel I am fighting at (sic) two fronts” (Junaid,
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interview), “I am very shy and this is due to our schooling where we were not
encouraged to ask questions so that we could develop confidence” (Wahdat, interview)
testify that they exhibited tendencies toward nervousness.
Hence, students’ tendencies to relate confidence and participation to their prior
schooling were found as significant factors, which led them to position (Lavé & Wenger,
1991; Wenger, 1998) themselves as (dis)advantaged. In regard to reporting English
language proficiency based on prior schooling, the findings of the present study
correspond to that of Kalia (2007) and Sultana (2014) who found that students from
private schools acquire better English language proficiency compared to those from
public schools. Seen as a passport to privilege, good skills in English could be perceived
as cultural capital (Tamim, 2014a; Trueba, 2002) in today’s global world scenario, which
has significant effects not only on students’ classroom participation but also on their
social and professional life trajectories (Norton, 1997, 2000).
Plausible reasons for lower participation on the part of the students from public
schools were their limited exposure to English and high affective filters such as peers’
and teachers’ negative assessment. While taking the ESL classroom as a social space
(Norton, 2000; Norton Peirce, 1995), the data suggest that ELLs’ negative or positive
attitude toward their classroom participation, confidence (or lack thereof) resulted in
varied involvement in classroom discourses, which in turn affected the cohesiveness of
the classroom. Students with rural public school background were found to be silent most
of the times and whenever they participated they used simple sentences and sometimes
answered instructors’ questions in fragments.
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While exploring the participants’ classroom participation and confidence
holistically through semistructured interviews and surveys, the common factors affecting
their participation were teacher’s role, curriculum, teaching methods, and practice in the
dominant language speaking. Interview data reveal that most of the students with rural
private schooling background were inclined to report that their prior schooling
contributed comparatively less to their classroom participation and students from rural
public schools reported that there was no practice of practice in English language
speaking in schools. Limited English proficiency significantly affected ELLs’ classroom
participation depending on the schooling background. Nevertheless, feelings of
deficiency pushed the students with limited cultural capital to redefine and relocate
themselves within multiple options of identity available in the social space of ESL
classroom.
In regard to the question of students’ perceptions about their prior schooling and
English language learning experiences, the participants hailing from private schools were
found to identify (Norton, 1997, 2000) themselves as active participants, confident, and
advantaged, which I also observed during classroom observation. On the other hand,
students from public school particularly with rural background were found participating
comparatively less.
Taken as a whole, findings from the student survey, semistructured interviews,
and classroom observation reveal that students’ confidence and level of proficiency
gained via prior schooling either facilitated or hindered classroom participation (Pon,
Goldstein, & Schecter, 2003), which in turn resulted in facilitating or hindering the way
of power dynamics and upward social mobility (Bourdieu, 1997; Cummins, 2000; de

182

Saint Léger & Storch, 2009; Liu & Jackson, 2008; Martin-Beltrán, 2010; Morita, 2000;
Tsui, 2002). The level of confidence and participation on the part of students, therefore,
could be a determiner of the marginalized or the core participation (Lavé & Wenger,
1991; Wenger, 1998), and work as a springboard of cultural capital, hindering on one
hand the deficient ELLs from participation in classroom discussions and facilitating the
proficient ones on the other. In addition to the fact that confidence bears participation and
recognition in the classroom, another themes that needs careful attention is how
dis/advantaged schooling affects students perceptions about themselves and others. In the
next section, I will discuss students’ perceptions about the defining roles of
dis/advantaged schooling.
Dis/advantaged schooling. Another theme that emerged on multiple levels across
the different types of data was a general criticism and (dis)satisfaction with the Pakistani
school system—from the government and social/institutional level to the teachers and
syllabi in classrooms. Based on (un)limited opportunities (Callahan, 2005) of access to
the dominant language learning, students were found demonstrating varying levels of
satisfaction, which varyingly affected their classroom participation, and social life
trajectories.
The drawbacks of public schools that students (irrespective of their schooling
background and location) pointed out included, but were not limited to, untrained
teachers, outdated curriculum, and faulty teaching. While commenting on the drawbacks,
Khan G. said, “Well, I don’t have to judge people but the truth is that we have teachers
who have become teachers ‘by chance’… books haven’t been revised for the last 20
years, more or less, which is so strange.” In the similar vein, Qamoos said, “The fault is
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not theirs [public school students] but the system is faulty.” Arsalan commented, “I have
never studied in government schools but I think those schools don’t have good
teaching. The teachers are not qualified in such schools.”
Students from public schools also criticized the public sector education system.
Zara said, “The teaching materials are not practical… anyone who can’t become
anything or nothing, they become a teacher.” Junaid said, “My schooling didn’t help
me…because it was a public school…no facilities were there and the teachers were not
trained.” Wahdat went to extent that “Public schools are unsuccessful in providing good
education as compared to private schools.”
Both students from public and private school backgrounds reported that private,
particularly the elite schools were providing a good quality education. Khan G. said, “I
think I am lucky that I got a chance to study in a good school.” Similarly, Qamoos
reported, “…there are some schools like Beaconhouse school system, City school
system…offer more opportunities of socialization and language learning…” Arsalan
said, “Bloomfield Hall School where I studied. Other schools like Beaconhouse School
System, City Schools to a greater extent and even Army and Defense schools are
producing outstanding students.” Zara noted, “If we talk about good schools like
Beaconhouse, City School, yes difference is there but how many can go to such
expensive schools?”
Supporting Bourdieu’s (1977b, 1997) concern in regard to schools’ roles in
students’ negative perceptions about the public sector education system and appreciation
of the private sector highlight the role of schools in reproducing inequalities. Plausible
reasons, which the present study highlights for such kind of diverse participation patterns
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include, but were not limited to, (in)appropriate practice in the target language via prior
schooling, (un)limited English proficiency, and teachers’ and peers’ negative or positive
assessment.
According to Bourdieu (1991), schools are agents of symbolic violence (emphasis
added), which offer advantaged position to those who are socioeconomically advantaged,
legitimize the value of the dominant language and other established practices of cultural
capital, and often nourish sociocultural reproduction. Schools are therefore, related to
ELLs’ negotiation of identity in a learning community through academic and social
discourses, and nourish their dispositions to identify themselves with the social world
around them and beyond (Bourdieu, 1997; Gu, 2010). The data show that ELLs
employed a range of discursive strategies to be recognized as insiders in classroom
discourses and broaden their chances of membership to the dominant group through
varying levels of power dynamics.
Such a contrastive scenario about the standards that public and private schools
provide have the potential of the gatekeeping role in maintaining the power hierarchies
among ELLs, establishing legitimate participatory patterns, and achieving and
negotiating a host of identities such as initiative taking and classroom leadership
(Phillipson, 1992, 2009). Keeping in mind the gatekeeping role of the type of schooling,
in the next section I will discuss what strategies students adopt for negotiating their self
as either powerful or (in)visible individuals in all-English classroom milieus.
Identities: Power and (in)visibility. The present study also endeavored to
explore how students perceive themselves with reference to their prior schooling and
English language learning experiences. Moreover, what strategies do students adopt with

185

regard to classroom participation and how does an all-English academic milieu in an ESL
classroom affect students’ disposition and academic success? The data reveal multiple
dimensions of students’ perceptions of their position and positioning in the classroom.
Agency: Facilitating assimilation and belonging. In regard to strategies that
students adopt, agency was found playing the central role in ELLs’ positioning,
classroom participation, and negotiation of the self in the classroom (Norton, 2000). The
data demonstrate that ELLs hailing from disadvantaged (public) schools appropriated
their positions according to the demands of their academics and transformed their
dispositions in a way to contest both for academic success and social recognition.
Students with good English language learning experiences invested (Norton, 2000) in the
classroom for preparation beyond the classroom while for students with limited practice
investment in English was directed toward improving the dominant language first and be
prepared for competition in social space outside the classroom later. Students with elite
schooling (advantaged) background were on the top of social ladder, which students from
disadvantaged (public) schooling could gain through putting extra efforts in their studies
and assimilation to the dominant social groups.
Quantitative data show that classroom participation, and confidence level has a
statistically significant correlation with empowerment, that is, social identity (see Chapter
4, Table 12). During classroom observation, I also observed that students from private
schools tended to take the initiative (see Chapter 4, Table 14) and a plausible reason for
their high self-confidence is their perception that they have good English proficiency,
which enabled them to dominate classroom discussions. Students from public school
background talked less frequently (see Chapter 4, Table 14). In showing less initiative in
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claiming the floor and taking a voice in the classroom, they sacrificed their identities as
empowered students who have the skills to take an active role in their classroom success,
an insider of the discourse community, and have a strong sense of belonging.
During semistructured interviews, students declared that good English skills,
opportunities of going to the movies, watching English television, access to the Internet
were sources that play an important role in acquiring a leading position in the classroom.
For example, Khan G. said, “I have to interact with students because they support me in
different activities… I am good in all skills because I am not shy…I am lucky that I got a
chance to study in a good school, and I lead different activities.” Similarly, Qamoos
said, “If I compare myself with other peers, I think that I am in a competitive position.”
While expressing his empowered position, Arsalan said, “I am among the best and the
most sociable… I am proud of myself.”
In contrast to their private school counterparts, students from public schools
expressed disempowered positions and identities. For example, Junaid said, “My English
is a barrier… I did not have a good exposure to English…I will not put myself in high or
very high position… I feel I am fighting at (sic) two fronts…my studies and my
language.” Wahdat mentioned, “I don’t have good English speaking skills and I don’t
participate a lot in classroom… I just want to be invisible in the class…and this is due to
our [public school students] schooling.”
Agentive moves, which include resistance, assimilation in dominant groups of
students, and/or limited level of participation on the part of students offered options of
navigating the academic field in a way to make it work for both academic success and
upward social mobility not only on campus, but also to prepare for the outside social
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world. All the participants, irrespective of their schooling background unanimously
agreed on a point that English language skills were essential for assimilation both into the
classroom discourses and outside social world. ELLs’ prior schooling and English
language learning experiences were found significantly affecting their exercise of agency
in regard to classroom participation, shaped their sense of belonging, and enabled them to
put themselves either in margins or in the core.
In line with the previous studies (e.g., Ahearn, 2001; Fuentes, 2012; Moje &
Lewis, 2007) a strategic construction and reconstruction of ELLs’ selves, activities,
identities (Norton, 1997, 2000), resources, and histories were found embedded within
power relationships among students (Lavé & Wenger, 1991). In the case of the present
study, strategic reconstruction of learners’ agency in the classroom offered them
opportunities for recognition of the self where more vocal and active students found more
opportunities to improve their cultural capital compared to those who remained silent
during classroom discourses.
Silence or invisibility on the part of some students such as Wahdat served both as
a coping strategy of face saving during classroom discussions due to her limited English
language proficiency, and reinforced her peripheral and marginalized self and habitus as
well. While other students like Khan G., Qamoos, and Arsalan also adopted the strategy
of leadership because of their confidence. Students hence, exploited different strategies to
cope with classroom situations and get themselves recognized as insiders in some of the
ESL classroom activities, no matter outsiders in the others.
Silence, resistance, and active participation (Ahearn, 2001) on the part of ELLs
significantly affected their negotiation of identity and power relationships in the situated
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sociocultural context, which was socially embedded in the classroom (Gee, 2000;
Holland et al., 1998) in a way such that the English language played the role of the
gatekeeper to the membership of discourse communities. Analyzed in sociocultural
context of the figured world (Bakhtin, 1981; Valenzuela, 1999; Vygotsky, 1978,
emphasis added), ELLs’ prior schooling and English language learning experiences
offered possibilities of recognition strategically reconstructed within the available
resources in the context of power relationships (Moje & Lewis, 2007). As highlighted in
the previous studies (e.g., Liu & Littlewood, 1997; Yihong, Ying, Yuan, & Yan, 2005)
the major reason for resistance or active participation in classroom discourses was due to
limited or unlimited exposure to English language learning through education.
With that said, the findings of the present study indicate that access to quality
private schooling and opportunities to learn the English language vary among
participants, which supports Bourdieu’s (1977b, 1997) stance of schools working as the
sites of social and cultural reproduction. Semistructured interviews, classroom
observation, and student surveys testify that students coming from elite private and urban
schooling background possessed cultural capital more than those coming from rural
public schools. Financial resources (economic capital) resulted in access to education and
dominant language learning (cultural capital), which yielded to the sense of belonging
and dominance (symbolic capital) in the classroom. The sense of belonging promised
social prestige in the outside social world, and helped in both maintaining and
reproducing social classes on the basis of knowledge of the dominant language
(Bourdieu, 1977a).
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Investment and power. The power to speak in any social setting is related to an
individual’s power to impose his/her say on listeners (Bourdieu, 1977a), which is usually
affected by the possession of cultural capital. The same is also true with reference to the
ESL classroom where some of the students have the power to impose their dominance
over others due to the cultural capital they bring into the classroom. In the present study,
students experienced inequitable symmetries of power relationships based on their
positions in the ESL classroom primarily affected by their English language skills, and
confidence. The participation patterns characterized by access and opportunity inside the
classroom were actually found to be linked with ELLs’ access to English language
learning and education that, in turn, defined and shaped their outlook to associate
symbolic meanings to resources such as access to the elite schooling, and private
academies.
An extensive range of resources, which were primarily conferred on those hailing
form the advantaged schooling (private schools), influenced the understanding of the
present situation in the ESL classroom and shaped ELLs’ disposition of who they were
and what possibilities the future holds for them based on the cultural capital they brought
from their schools and how it will define their relationships with the world around them.
The inequitable power dynamics, therefore, reinforce that what learners were identified
with and what they aspired for. The power sphere inside the classroom was affected by
the inequitable possession of cultural capital, which will further the inequitable
distribution of both the material and social resources outside the classroom (Bourdieu,
1977a; Norton, 2000; Norton Peirce, 1995).

190

Students were found to invest (Norton, 2000) in classroom discourses according
to the skills they had in the dominant language. Those who were proficient in English had
the confidence to exploit the classroom for the leading roles as in the case of Khan G.
was “to be the leader inside and outside the classroom” whereas less proficient and less
confident students such as Wahdat preferred to be “invisible” for learning in a way that
directly contributed to their credentials and proved to be symbolic capital they will
present to the outside world.
Reinforcing the findings of previous studies about identity as a site of struggle
(e.g., Kanno, 2003; McKay & Wong, 1996; Norton, 1997, 2000), the finding of the
present study signify that ELLs challenged the dominant discourses in the ESL classroom
in order to be prepared for the competitive job market and use the classroom as the last
resource of English language learning. Having consciousness to time limits and
considering a graduate classroom as the last opportunity for upward social mobility,
majority of the ELLs exhausted the available opportunities inside the ESL classroom to
gain real membership of the dominant group and change the class dynamics.
Linguistically deficient participants’ exercise of agency enabled them to challenge the
inequitable power distribution in the classroom and avoided being positioned as passive
receivers of knowledge. The exercise of agency also gave them a chance to redefine their
position through the legitimate participation for coming out of the periphery and strive
toward the core through social interactions (Harklau, 2000). English being proved as the
source of inequitable power relationships, in the next section, I will discuss the last theme
that emerged in triangulated data, that is, the promises and prospects that English brings
along the social ladder.
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English: The passport to success. Persuaded by the symbolic prestige associated
with English and the actual power, which English confers in the Pakistani society, ELLs’
prior English language learning experiences provided rich details on power structures in
classroom discourses (Agee, 2002; Fairclough, 2003).
All the participants, irrespective of their schooling backgrounds declared English
as an essential tool not only for academic success, but also for social success and
prioritized learning English to other regional languages. Participants from public school
background perceived lack of adequate English skill as lack of cultural capital (having
both social and symbolic connotations). For example, Junaid said, “What I know is that
those who have good English are not only considered good in the class but also have the
dominant position.” He also mentioned, “English is not required in Pakistan only. I
think it is required everywhere. When we mention globalization, the first thing, which
comes into my mind is English.” Similarly, for Haleema, the whole Pakistani society was
driven by an “English fever.” She said, “In Pakistan, there is English fever. If you know
English, people think you know everything.”
Students from private schools also gave the highest value to English. For
example, Khan G. said, “I think it is out of question that English is the need of the day.”
In the similar vein, Qamoos said, “I will say that learn the language of the day and rule
over the world.” He further said, “You know everyone needs skills for different jobs.
English is mandatory for good participation. I think there is no doubt in that. It is not only
mandatory, but the one and only thing.” For Arsalan, English was everything as he
mentioned, “English is everything [smiling], so we have to learn it.”
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According to students’ responses English was not only essential for a successful
integration into classroom discourses (Lavé & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998), but also for
the negotiation of the present and the future. For example, students from private schools
did not report major difficulties while communicating in English while students from
public school, particularly having rural background encountered the highest level of
difficulties in communication, and all of them associated those difficulties with their
limited English language proficiency due to limited opportunities of practice in English.
Peer division was evident in socialization patterns among the participants
informing the present study where proficient students frequently socialized with other
proficient peers and lessened the chances of integration for those who were less proficient
in English. For example, Mahnoor mentioned, “I think one should have a good group of
friends and practice English. But to be a part of a strong group you have to be good in
English…”
In line with previous studies on ethnic groups in the classroom (e.g., Duff, 2002,
2010; Miller, 2000, 2007; Toohey, 1998), the present study found that the sense of
alienation is also true with reference to ELLs within the same culture and same ethnic
group with English language and access to schooling; that is, cultural capital defines the
status of belonging to social groups. Analyzed through a broader social lens, peer divide
not only signifies academic divide among ELLs in the classroom, but also the distribution
and access to the resources available in the outside social world.
For all the participants learning English was a source of prestige and access to
economic and social resources through investing in the classroom by improving their
English language skills through participation in classroom discussions and exposure to
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cultural capital resources. The resources in the case of the present study were found to be
making connections with students who were proficient speakers of English (Duff, 2002;
Norton, 1997, 2000). Based on the power of English and its defining role in learners’
academic and social worlds, the present study offers valuable insights into academic
success, school location or rural and urban divide, imagined communities, and the
dominant group membership that I will discuss in the following sections.
Academic success redefined. The participants brought a variety of insights and
experiences into their current graduate ESL classroom among which, academic success
was one of the significant ones. In the case of the present study, prior schooling
experiences served as a template affecting ELLs’ present and future life trajectories.
Quantitative data reveal (see Chapter 4, Table 12) that participants associated their
academic success to proficiency in the target language, confidence, and classroom
participation, which, in turn, was responsible for defining their future in the job market.
The quantitative results further show that the correlation between social identity and
academic success was not statistically significant (see Chapter 4, Table 12). A plausible
reason for no statistically significant correlation between social identity and academic is
that students did not confine the scope of academic success to passing exams and getting
good grades only. Rather, they defined academic success in broader terms.
Qualitative data reveal that students interpreted academic success beyond the
classroom setting and associated the concept of academic success with their future life.
For example, Arsalan said, “Success is not passing exams but how to succeed in the
long run.” Mahnoor mentioned, “After all I have to compete for jobs and there is a tough
merit and competition, but English skills makes it a bit easier.” Khan G. mentioned,
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“English is not only needed for academic achievement, but also important for job
opportunities…success is not only passing exams but to achieve abilities, which are
necessary for finding good job positions and prove yourself through speaking English in
interviews.”
All the participants indicated that their academic success in the current major was
actually a marker of a bright future because of the symbolic power (Bourdieu, 1997) that
English has in Pakistani social society. For Leki (2007), learning experiences in a second
language with regard to social capital or sociocultural relationships that students develop
in university culture on campus are highly significant for their academic success. What
the present study adds is that outstanding academic performance on the part of students
was not only a testimony of positive feelings about the dominant language use in social
spaces of classroom (Lavé & Wenger, 1991; Norton, 2000; Wenger, 1998) but also
beyond the walls of classroom as well. In this case, academic success was not limited to
the walls of the classroom, it was rather adding symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1997) to
ELLs’ competencies that would enable them be a part of the larger social set up outside
(Kanno, 2003).
Rural and urban divide. Another striking finding in the present study was rural
and urban divide affecting ELLs’ perceptions and performance in the ESL classroom.
The data from the student survey indicate a statistically significance difference between
self-reported English language proficiency (see Chapter 4, Table 9) and frequency of
classroom participation (see Chapter 4, Table 11).
As discussed in Chapter 5, qualitative data also show the disparity between urban
and rural schools. The participants reported during semistructured interviews that access

195

to the English television channels, the Internet and other technological resources was
scarce in rural areas. For example, Arsalan (hailing from an urban background) said,
“…when I get up in the morning my father would be watching National Geographic,
Aljazeera… These things improved my English a lot, and make me different than
others in classroom.” Haleema (hailing from rural background) said, “In my village I did
not have access to any foreign channels. The only TV was PTV [Pakistan television] and
I did not like it. We used to watch dramas and other programs but all were in Urdu…”
Khan G. (hailing from urban school background) also gave due importance to the
location of a school while assessing the outcomes. He said, “People who live in cities
know that their children need good education if they want to succeed and good education
is possible in cities.”
The scarcity of access to technology, the Internet, and English television channels
such as National Geographic, CNN, BBC, and entertainment channels resulted in limited
accumulation of cultural capital. Students from urban background on the other hand
reported adequate exposure to modern technological resources, which helped them in
enhancing their cultural capital in addition to opportunities available for them in schools.
In line with Sultana’s (2014) findings, the present study indicates that students from rural
background were not well prepared for participation in classroom and positioned
themselves as outsiders of the classroom discourse community.
Glocalized2 imagined communities. Another noteworthy finding of the present
study is that all the participants reported that English is a global language and could be
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Glocalization—a hybrid of globalization and localization—is a term that refers to the
adaptation of international products around the globe based on the characteristics of any local
culture that serves as a market for the product to be sold in. The term was first introduced the
Harvard Business Review in the late 1980s. Roland Robertson, a renowned sociologist, is credited
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learned anywhere in the world. For example, Mahnoor (hailing from a private school
background) said, “The world is a global village; you can find anything about language
anywhere but commitment matters.” She further said, “You can learn English
everywhere, in schools, in private academies, in social gatherings.” In the same vein,
Arsalan (hailing from a private school background) mentioned, “English is a global
language and could be learnt anywhere.” Junaid (hailing from public school background)
said:
I don’t think that I need to go in any English-speaking country for learning good
English…because English learning opportunities are available in Pakistan.
Students from the best private schools speak good English but I am sure they
didn’t go to any foreign English speaking country.
Wahdat (hailing from public school background) mentioned:
If I were from a private school I should have been different…They [private
school students] might also have gone to standard private academies to improve
their English…We do not need to abroad to learn English; it could be learnt
anywhere in Pakistan because English is a global language.
Zara (hailing from public school background but having exposure to native-English
countries) said:
It is all about opportunities…available locally as well…I got a chance to go
abroad and I got good English but I am sure that other students can learn good
English here in Pakistan provided they are given opportunities
Focal participants’ opinions signify the concept of “global is local” because
English language learning is possible anywhere due to globalization and resources that
are available everywhere (Canagarajah, 2006a). So the concept of English as a lingua
franca was reinforced from all the participants’ perceptions and access to English and
with promoting the term glocalization mainly with reference to the intersection of the local with
the global. In the present study, I refer to imagined communities as “glocalized” because English
has become a lingua franca, and English language learners do not need to go to English-speaking
countries to learn English. Rather, they have the opportunity to learn English in any
local/nonnative setting where English is taught as an ESL/EFL.
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association with imagined communities was extended beyond the native English–
speaking countries (Kanno, 2003). The participants’ reiteration on the point that they do
not need to go to an English-speaking country to learn the English language signifies the
status of English as a lingua franca (Canagarajah, 1999) and “imagined communities”
having no geographical boundaries, and not a native phenomenon anymore. It was
evident from the semistructured interview data that having access to the dominant
language learning in their homeland was more important for the participants than going
abroad.
Analyzed through Bourdieu’s (1977a, 1997) concept of capital, participants’
attribution of symbolic importance of the English language signifies that practice and
possession of cultural capital depends on an individual’s position in any given social
space. For ELLs, cultural capital was available in the social space of Pakistani classroom
and society provided they had access to the resources, and were not supposed to make
efforts for having access to native English language speakers. The only concern that
participants from the disadvantaged schooling background had was being recognized as
insiders of the mainstream group to improve their cultural capital through gaining access
to the resources equitably (Bourdieu, 1977b, 1997).
ELLs’ perceptions on English as a lingua franca broadened the concept of
imagined communities beyond any particular setting such an ESL classroom, educational
institutions, and in a broader sense a global language available locally. It is worth
mentioning that all the participants acknowledged the importance of native-like
proficiency in case someone gets a chance to go to a native English speaking country, but
access to English in a globalized world perspective made them think of availing
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opportunities of the dominant language learning locally. Having confidence in learning
English in the local context, perceptions of all the participants in the present study
suggest that English might not be considered a language locked by geographical
boundaries any more and could be acquired in the local contexts.
This local approach to English language learning explains the ownership and
legitimacy of cultural capital locally and extends the concept of imagined communities
(Anderson, 1991; Kanno, 2003; Norton, 2000) globally through participation in local
communities of practice (Wenger, 1998), and heightens the acknowledgement of the
symbolic power of English (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). Taken as a whole, ELLs’
positioning and being positioned were primarily linked to English as an embedded power
affecting their sense of belonging to the classroom, and as a platform for preparation for
the outside world. Adding to the findings in previous studies on English as a lingua
franca (e.g., Canagarajah, 2004, 2006a; Dewey, 2007; Goldstein, 1997; Pennycook, 1994;
Phillipson, 2009; Shamim, 2011), the present study found that local geographical location
of the social spaces not only provide opportunities for the dominant language learning,
but also make virtual links with native-speaking countries through localized approach to
English as a global lingua franca.
Tension between core and periphery redefined. ELLs’ perceptions on English
language learning and access to good education also affected their position in legitimate
peripheral participation (Lavé & Wenger, 1991). Participants’ perceptions of their
English language learning and schooling experiences provided a fertile ground for
resolving the tension between the core and the periphery. Survey data demonstrate that
students from private school background were at the core due to their good English
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proficiency (see Chapter 4, Table 8), classroom participation (see Chapter 4, Table 9),
enhanced confidence level (see Chapter 4, Table 12), and were viewed as the leaders in
terms of the possession of cultural capital. Students from public schools were found at the
periphery due to their lower English proficiency (see Chapter 4, Table 8) either
participating much less or remaining silent in classroom discourses (see Chapter 4, Table
9).
The sense of competition was also visible during classroom discussions, which
signifies that those who were proficient speakers usually dominated classroom
discussions and resulted in the denial of opportunities for learning and practicing the
dominant language for the less proficient. Negotiating one’s position (Lavé & Wenger,
1991; Wenger, 1998) with reference to access to practicing the dominant language (i.e.,
cultural capital) emerged as one of the major challenges for ELLs hailing from public
(disadvantaged) schooling.
What is important to mention here is that during semistructured interviews with
the focal participants, students from rural private schools positioned themselves in the
periphery (periphery of the core) because their school location only provided the course
materials in English but offered comparatively limited opportunities of practicing spoken
English. For example, Mahnoor, while talking about her school location, mentioned:
More or less, like, yes. I guess moderate. For putting myself at moderate the
reason is that I have been in the private school. If I compare my school with
other schools, for example, Beaconhouse, City Schools, or even the new ones
like the Educators, I feel like l should not put myself among the best ones.
But…English is not foreign to me, at least… English is not foreign to me, but
it is foreign to so many who are not from good schools.
Students from urban public schools on the other hand showed lower level of participation
compared to those from the elite private schools. Nevertheless, they achieved peripheral
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membership to the core group due to their constant efforts of participation, which
signifies that they could not be put in the periphery due to the status of their schools. It is
plausible that opportunities outside the classroom, such as access to cable television and
the Internet, paved their way to start their journey toward the core, which according to
most of the ELLs was a daunting task. For example, Haleema said:
In the beginning, I was not feeling confident…But now, I am in a different
position. I have controlled the nervousness. I’m no more nervous… Teachers
think that I am shy but I am not. I used to be nervous while talking in English.
But I tried hard to control my nervousness and now I am able to communicate in
English.
Being motivated and hardworking, as narrated by students from urban public schools,
they had some chances of moving from the periphery to the margins of the core at least,
but their English proficiency gained via prior schooling was not enough to support such
an endeavor. The limited possibility of core membership that they had was due to access
to other resources of accumulation of cultural capital such as television, the Internet due
to the urban location of their school town, and socialization with friends from the elite
schools. In line with Kanno (2003) and Lavé and Wenger (1991), the findings of the
present study suggest that membership of periphery is not permanent but fluid like
identity and is always supplemented with an individual’s capabilities to negotiate
membership in the dominant communities. It is noteworthy to mention here that
membership to the dominant group is not an easy task for those who had very limited
opportunities of practicing the dominant language in schools and outside because of the
strong lobbies of class reproduction operationalized through the schooling systems
(Bourdieu, 1977b).
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The ESL classroom dynamics show that students from urban public schools
seemed to have some power but they did not position themselves as powerful as their
peers from elite private schools were. Hence their power was operational in the margins
even if directed toward the core, and they were supposed to pass the tough terrain leading
to the dominant group membership and be recognized as a legitimate member of the ESL
classroom—community of practice (Lavé & Wenger, 1991). It could therefore, be argued
that schooling systems work as a tool for obstructing if not blocking the way of availing
opportunities of legitimacy and upward mobility of ELLs and push them position
themselves or being positioned as deficient learners (Harklau, 2000; McKay & Wong,
1996). It is also evident from the data that cultural capital provided the ground for ELLs
to gain particular group membership through mediating the past in the present and strive
for the future through multifaceted discourses in discourse communities such as the ESL
classroom.
The findings of the present study also aligned with previous literature on the
interrelationships of the symbolic domination of English or mainstream language when
treated as a capital in the social context of schooling (e.g., McKay & Wong, 1996) and its
effects on power relationships in discourse communities (e.g., Norton, 1997, 2000;
Norton Peirce, 1995; Toohey, 2000; Weedon, 1997). While extending Bourdieu’s
(1977b, 1997) concept of cultural and social reproduction, the present study reinforces
that contradictory and multiple avenues of power qualify individuals for the ownership of
English and affect their legitimacy as insiders of the discourse communities. The concept
of “otherness” and consciousness toward the inequitable possession of cultural capital not
only affect individual’s disposition at the microlevel, but they are also applicable to the
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social set up with reference to the marginalized and dominant group membership (Lavé
& Wenger, 1991), and its role in social reproduction (Bourdieu, 1977b, 1997).
The results from both quantitative and qualitative data of the present study
demonstrate causal relationship between English language proficiency, classroom
participation, and confidence level. ELLs’ perceptions of their confidence level and
classroom participation show that prior schooling and English language learning
experiences including their perceived and actual English language proficiency has both
positive (i.e., active participation and advantaged positioning; Lavé & Wenger, 1991;
Wenger, 1998) and adverse effects (i.e., limited participation and disadvantaged
positioning in the classroom; Clément et al., 1994; Fassinger, 2000; Lavé & Wenger,
1991; MacIntyre et al., 1998; Wenger, 1998).
Putting it all together, the findings of the present study demonstrate that ELLs’
prior schooling and English language experiences either exacerbated or appeased their
participation in classroom discourses, which, in turn, offered them multiple avenues of
identity negotiation and power relationships through exercising agency in classroom
discourse community. All the participants put forward the argument that (un)limited
opportunities of practicing English via prior schooling play the central role in developing
the required confidence level in speaking English. English being the marker of
recognition (Canagarajah, 2006a) both inside and outside the classroom, students from
the public schools positioned themselves as disadvantaged in regard to the adequate
development of proficiency, which in turn negatively affected their confidence in
classroom discussions. Analyzed through the lens of social identity (Norton, 2000) and
symbolic power of English (Bourdieu, 1991), adequate English language proficiency is
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not only related to classroom community (Lavé & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998), but
also shows the value English that holds for gaining membership of the dominant social
community outside the classroom (Norton, 1997, 2000).
Drawing on the findings in the present study, school and the ESL classroom were
characterized as a social space offering participants access to practice English in
academic discourses. It is important to note that the sense of belonging or isolation
emerged as an a significant factor in response to prior experiences and practicing English
in schools, which in the case of proficient students paved the way for socialization (Duff,
2002) and hindered the way of upward social mobility for the less proficient (Norton,
2000) due to the fact that English was an essential tool of symbolic power inside the
classroom (Bourdieu, 1997).
In brief, the findings of the present study suggest that students from public
(disadvantaged) background struggled to improve their English language proficiency
through participation in classroom discourses and enhance their power. The coping
strategies and struggle for power in classroom discourses also signify the reproduction of
the advantaged and disadvantaged classes through education. The role of cultural capital
in fact provides credence to those hailing from advantaged schools, works as tool for the
multidimensional processes of negotiating power hierarchies, and enhances the potential
for reproducing classes or strengthening the existing ones along socioeconomic and
sociocultural lines (Bourdieu, 1977b; Dijkstra, Veenstra, Peschar, Flap, & Völker, 2004).
Educational systems thus, characterize cultural reproduction through the process of
rewarding some and restricting others (Bourdieu, 1997; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977;
Canagarajah, 1999; Norton Peirce, 1995).
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Concluding Remarks: Identities in Flux
For Bourdieu (1977b, 1997) interrelationship of objective structures, for example
educational institutions and personal experiences (e.g., knowledge or access to the
dominant language learning) culminates in an individual’s habitus, which is continually
(re)shaped through further experiences. While exploring ELLs’ perceptions on their prior
schooling and English language learning experiences—cultural capital shaping their
dispositions and identities—the present study replicates that access to quality schooling
and dominant language learning offer tacit privileges compared to the working
knowledge of the dominant language through disadvantaged schooling.
Primarily affected by socioeconomic and sociocultural indicators that lead to type
of school students will attend, classrooms or schools perpetuate invisible edge of the
highly proficient ELLs over those having limited proficiency, which, broadly speaking,
perpetuates the privileged class and inequality (Winkle-Wagner, 2010). For N. D. De
Graaf et al. (2000) parental cultural capital offers opportunities for children to have the
symbolic power, which gives mastery of cultural codes of higher education while the
present study adds that prior schooling is the marker of reward in the present and the
future. ELLs having unlimited accumulation of cultural capital is due to their parental
investment in quality educational system while those having disadvantaged schooling
have deficit positioning and social class affiliation due to their limited cultural capital.
Lareau (2000) argues that socioeconomic class is the source of cultural and social
resources, but their investment is necessary to convert them into cultural capital. For
Smrekar (1996) cultural capital is the primary source of advantages and recognition in
educational institutions. In line with Lareau’s and Smrekar’s findings, the present study
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found that prior schooling and access to the dominant language learning resources are
interrelated; they facilitate academic success and shape individuals’ social life
trajectories.
The findings of the present study also suggest that school status and location are
among the leading factors affecting ELLs’ language learning. Stanton-Salazar (2001)
found efficient bilinguals as advantaged over the deficient working class students due to
access to English-dominant resources or cultural capital that help in enhancing their
social capital. What the present study suggests is that resources of cultural capital are
significantly correlated with where the students hail from and what type of schooling they
have. In this case, the elite schools have been found as the gatekeepers to mainstream
cultural capital possessed and propagated by those having socioeconomic prestige. While
explicating the notion of cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1977a, 1997) through the lines of
resources offering access to scarce rewards transmitted through generations (Lareau &
Weininger, 2003), elite private schools in Pakistan could be termed as the fountains of
advantages reserved for the few dominant social groups. The findings of the present study
reinforce Lareau’s and Weininger’s argument that the educational systems prepare
students with different dispositions (Bourdieu, 1977b, 1997), which in turn either
facilitate or impede success, conforming to institutionalized standards and academic
expectations.
ELLs’ schooling history, academic and English language learning experiences
reveal that (in)equitable distribution of educational resources nourished them to think that
the schooling system either hindered or facilitated their access to dominant language
learning. Being a lingua franca and the symbol of prestige and power (e.g., Canagarajah,
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1993, 1999, 2004, 2006a; Dewey, 2007; Goldstein, 1997; Pennycook, 1994; Phillipson,
2009; Shamim, 2011), the English fever (Krashen, 2003) or an overwhelming desire to
learn English has turned it into cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1977a), which in the case of
the Pakistani education system is only possible through standard private schooling. In
addition, access to technology such as cable television, the Internet is also important for
academic success and upward social mobility.
In a nutshell, I argue that identities (Norton, 2000) fluctuate even within the same
academic and sociocultural milieu, and communities of practice (Eckert & McConnellGinet, 1992, 2007; Lavé & Wenger, 1991), and have embedded hierarchies within both
the core and the periphery. Investment (Norton, 2000) in the dominant language learning,
therefore, is not limited to classroom discourses but participation in discourse
communities guarantees the symbolic power across social classes. ELLs’ perceptions on
English as a cultural capital signify that investment in English language learning serves
for both the negotiation of the self within an ESL classroom and to gain the social
symbolic power. In the case of the present study, the symbolic power of English as a
cultural capital was found playing a significant part in ELLs’ participation in classroom
discourses, affecting their investment in English language learning, and shaping their
identities as insiders or outsiders of the discourse communities (Bourdieu, 1977b, 1997;
Fairclough, 2003; Norton, 2000; Norton Peirce, 1995; Toohey, 2000).
Summary
In this chapter I adopted a cross-case analysis (Merriam, 1998, emphasis added)
to compare and contrast the similarities and differences in ELLs’ perceptions on their
schooling and English language learning experiences, and to gain insights into the
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educational systems through learners’ perspectives. Results from both qualitative and
quantitative data were combined to heighten the significance of quantitative data related
to English proficiency, participation, confidence, academic success, and qualitative data
that provided insights into identity claims and ELLs’ positioning. The interpretations
based on data informing this study will highlight the implications for ELLs, ESL, and
policy experts and directions for future research.
In the next chapter, I will revisit the theoretical framework and the research
question that the present study poses in order to address the phenomena of cultural capital
and social reproduction through the education systems. Next, I will discuss the
contributions that the present study makes to the field of ELL investment in English
language learning and education. Finally, I will touch upon the limitations and provide
directions for future research to broaden the understanding of the notion of cultural
capital and social reproduction.
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Chapter 7
Conclusion, Implications, and Recommendations for Future Research
This chapter is intended to summarize the key findings, present implications of
the present study, and provide suggestions for future research. First, I restate the
theoretical and methodological framework informing this study. Second, I provide a
detailed discussion of the instructional, policy, and pedagogic implications of the present
study findings for ELLs, English language instructors, educational policy makers, and
instructional materials designers. Finally, I restate the contribution the present study
makes, explain and acknowledge limitations and conclude with posing some questions
serving as a springboard for future research.
Restatement of Methodology and Theoretical Framework
I employed a sequential mixed-methods research design (Creswell et al., 2010) in
the present study. Bourdieu’s (1977a) social and cultural reproduction, integrated with
Bourdieu’s major concepts, that is, capital operationalized in the given social field,
affecting students’ social dispositions at varying levels served as the conceptual rationale
to explore students’ perceptions of English language learning and schooling experiences.
I also complemented Bourdieu’s notion of social and cultural reproduction with CoP
approach (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet, 1992, 2007; Lavé & Wenger, 1991; Wenger,
1998), for a thorough exploration of ELLs’ perceptions about schooling and English
language learning experiences, and their effects on students’ participation in classroom
discourses, identity negotiation, and power relationships.
According to Bourdieu and Passeron (1977), schools or education systems and
pedagogies reproduce social and cultural power relationships and maintain the culture of
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the powerful as intact. Winkle-Wagner (2010) further argues that high socioeconomic
status and cultural capital in educational settings give an unnoticeable but very strong
edge to students over other peers, propagates privileges, and sustains inequality
simultaneously. In line with Bourdieu’s (1977b) argument, the point of argument in the
present study is that language use is not only the marker of one’s identity, but also
provides sites of struggle, resistance, empowerment, solidarity or discrimination, and
situational differences in power and privileges (May, 1999) in a given community of
practice (Lavé & Wenger, 1991). The classroom as a community offers opportunities of
mutual sharing of knowledge, participation in discussions, negotiating positions from
margins to the core to be recognized as insiders of a discourse community (Lavé &
Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). Nevertheless, varying levels of English language
proficiency have both negative and positive effects on learners’ dispositions/habitus
(Bourdieu, 1977b, 1997), identity negotiation, and power relationships (Lavé & Wenger,
1991; Norton, 2000) in regard to fluidity of the classroom as a social space and the
diversity of experiences, and the conflict between the center and the periphery (Rampton,
1995).
The Key Findings: Summary
A thorough analysis of the data shows strong relationship between students’ prior
school experiences, English language proficiency, participation in classroom discourses,
and identities as situated social processes. Most importantly, ELLs’ prior knowledge of
English or English language proficiency proved having significant affects on their
confidence, participation, academic endeavors and the sphere of power relationships in
classroom discourses. ELLs’ participatory patterns in classroom discourses were affected
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by their prior English language learning, and resulted in adopting either resistant or
assimilation strategies for the negotiation of social identity and power relationships. The
symbolic domination and invisible power of English in an ESL classroom was found
playing a significant role in framing ELLs’ dispositions.
Agency, socialization, participation and investment in an ESL classroom served
as salient factors for the negotiation of identity and provided plausible explanations for a
better understanding of the interrelationships of ELLs’ prior schooling and English
language learning experiences, identity negotiation, and power relationships. In addition,
it provided new perspectives to interpret learners’ identity negotiation in their academic
and social interaction with peers, teachers, and institutions. A thorough exploration of
learners’ perceptions on prior schooling and English language learning experiences
provided clues for how ELLs cope with different academic and social challenges for
effective learning in language classroom, theorizing the relationship between agency,
identity, power relationships, and access to the imagined social networks.
Various aspects of ELLs’ participation patterns in classroom discourses were
recorded, which explain their roles, positions and positioning, and the construction of the
social self. Within the Pakistani ESL classroom community (Lavé & Wenger, 1991;
Norton, 2000), students are expected to demonstrate satisfactory level of English
language proficiency based on the assumption that they have been studying English
throughout their schooling. Moreover, students are expected to feel as a homogenous
group based on the expectations that all of them will actively participate in classroom
discussion based on equal opportunities of speaking for all in the classroom.
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Nevertheless, positions and positioning varied among participants hailing from
different schooling backgrounds. Students from private schools were active participants,
confident, advantaged, and leaders in discussion while students from public schools
positioned themselves as contributing less to classroom participation, having lower
confidence level, disadvantaged feelings, and followers of the dominant students’ group.
While positioning their private school counterparts as competent English speakers,
leaders in initiative taking, and having advantaged schooling, students from public
schools positioned themselves as less competent speakers of English, following the
competent students in discussions, and having disadvantaged schooling compared to
those coming from private schools. Students from urban public schools showed relatively
higher participation in classroom discourse compared those from rural public schools;
nevertheless, they positioned themselves as disadvantaged. Students from private schools
positioned their public schools counterparts as lacking confidence and practice in
speaking, having enough English language proficiency though when it comes to writing.
ELLs’ prior schooling and English language learning experiences not only
encountered with the challenging situations in classroom, but also in cross-group
transitions where those experiences revealed their sense of (not) belonging to the
classroom and the outside social world. Access to quality private schooling and enough
opportunities to practice target language speaking influenced ELLs’ participation patterns
in classroom discourses either positively or negatively depending on the access and
training they had in the target language. Students not only analyzed their own level of
English language proficiency and participation in classroom discourses in terms of
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frequency but also juxtaposed it with their peers hailing from different schooling
background, which resulted in varying power hierarchies.
ELLs having sociable attitudes had increased participation in classroom
discussions and socialized outside the classroom as well, which resulted in an increased
sense of belonging and an insider positioning. On the other hand, students with limited
English language proficiency due to disadvantaged schooling participated remarkably
lower in classroom discussions, which in most of the cases eclipsed their perception of
positive self. Generally speaking, the findings of the present study support the assertion
that ELLs level of English language proficiency juxtaposed with others (Anderson, 2009;
Collier, 1995; Cummins, 1996; Gee, 2000; Hakuta et al., 2000; Kayi-Aydar, 2014) brings
the question of equity, power, and social identity into play (Davies & Harré, 1990;
Norton, 2000).
Based on ELLs’ self-reports, in most of the cases the sense of deficient language
proficiency did not remain permanent. Nevertheless, all participants’ previous schooling
and English language learning experiences showed a strong correlation with their current
classroom situation, academic success, and future life trajectories. ELLs’ consciousness
about the competencies gained via prior schooling significantly legitimized their
positions, and either consciously or unconsciously shaped their classroom participation
patterns, self-confidence, social identity, and power relationships. With few exceptions,
ELLs with disadvantaged schooling appeared to be willing to move away form the
feeling of deficiency to navigate their daily lives effectively, be empowered and gain
individual autonomy in association with the world around them (Norton, 2000;
Pennycook, 1999). To conclude, all the participants informing the present study
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successfully completed their studies, nevertheless, students from disadvantaged schooling
expected challenges in the job market due to their limited exposure to English in schools.
It is positive to mention here that unless the cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1977a, 1997) is
distributed equitably through schooling systems, social class dynamics are there to stay
and will get strengthened day by day.
Implications
Researchers and educators need to concentrate on how students position
themselves in the classroom and acknowledge their agentive pursuits in connection with
coping with the challenges not only inside the classroom, but also in the outside social
world. Practical efforts are needed to encourage students’ learning in a meaningful way
that help them both acquire linguistic skills adequately inside the classroom and make a
useful use of those skills in the outside social spaces. The present study, therefore, has
several instructional, policy, and pedagogical implications for ELLs, English language
instructors, educational policy makers, and instructional materials designers.
ESL classroom. In line with previous studies (e.g., Harklau, 2000; McKay &
Wong, 1996; Norton, 2000), the present study demonstrates that learners’ language
learning is multifaceted, which makes their identity and power relationships as changing
across time and space. ESL classroom, therefore, should be treated as a social space
offering varying patterns of power relationships and possibilities of language learning
and efforts should be made to make it a homogeneous learning space. For this purpose,
investment in the target language should be encouraged, which in turn will lead to
positive negotiations inside the classroom and will nourish homogeneity with reference to
the equitable access to language learning resources and opportunities.
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Taking into consideration the varying levels of learners’ linguistic skills and
schooling background, classroom discussions could be directed in a way that pushes
learners to position themselves positively and develop a strong sense of belonging to the
classroom. In order to increase students’ level of participation in classroom discussions,
learners should be assigned new and changing roles with different peers, which will help
them construct new ways of participation and negotiate their self positively through
individual growth and peer relationships (Lewis, 1997, 2009). Students having tendency
toward limited participation due to their limited practice in the target language will in this
way take the responsibility of their learning, exhaust opportunities of language learning,
which in turn will help minimizing the inequitable power relationships inside the
classroom.
Collaborative and supportive peers environment in the classroom can lead to the
acknowledgement of how peers’ work can help understand the implicit demands of the
classroom and bring varying positional identities to a fruitful negotiation for language
learning and breaking the diverse group dynamics into a homogeneous whole. If we want
ELLs to succeed academically and develop enough linguistic skills for the social world
outside the classroom, they are supposed to nourish cultural capital early in their
schooling because nourishing linguistic skills in a graduate classroom could be too late
for acquiring the desired level of proficiency in English. As power hierarchies cannot be
overlooked in classroom settings (Reeves, 2006, 2009), the diversity could be diagnosed
and handled in a way that will help the ESL classroom to accommodate the
disadvantaged ELLs.
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ESL instruction. The present study found disparities in English language
proficiency among ELLs primarily affected by their prior schooling and language
learning experiences. Obviously, ELLs coming from public schools background were
disadvantaged in many ways; therefore, they invested less in English learning. It is not
out of place to say that opportunities to learn English varied among ELLs, which not only
drew lines among students in the classroom, but also favored proficient speakers over
those having relatively lower proficiency and coming from the lower socioeconomic
ladder.
Among the host of factors ELLs pointed out that the poor performance and low
achievement of ELLs was linked to the lack of training for ESL teachers. As school
environments play a central role in students’ achievement, advanced pedagogy and
revision of instructional practices informed by learners’ personal experiences is
indispensible (Liu & Jackson, 2008). Recognition of the unique cultural and linguistic
experiences of English language learners brought to the classroom by those hailing from
different sociocultural backgrounds (in a socioculturally diverse country such as
Pakistan) may prove helpful in increasing their cultural capital through socialization and
acculturation. Schooling that incorporates learners’ experiences in curriculum not only
nourishes learners’ identity while they relate their learning to the target culture and
language but also engenders effective language learning (Furtado, 2010). Hence, schools
should avoid exclusionist teaching practices and take serious steps for accommodating
the deficient ELLs in a way that they fully integrate into the academic and social world of
the school. Exclusionist syllabi should be discouraged in order to encourage ELLs’
socialization in schools and bring deficient ELLs into the mainstream.
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The majority of the participants highlighted that teachers were not trained in terms
of teaching according to the needs of the learners and today’s outside global world
scenario. The authorities therefore, should plan and support equity goals through teacher
development programs and culture relevant shift in instructional pedagogies. Such
practical steps will not only increase ELLs’ participation but also nourish improvement in
academic accomplishments. Effective English language learning, therefore, necessitates
provision of enhanced opportunities of substantial exposure to the dominant language
learning early in schools.
Teaching linguistic knowledge alone is not sufficient for fostering sound
communicative proficiency in the target language and to understand cultural delicacies.
Curriculum and language materials, therefore, need to incorporate the essential
information about the cultural values and norms of the target language and provide
learners with the available opportunities to comprehend the sociolinguistic codes of the
target language. Findings of the present study also reveal that ESL teachers should have
the autonomy to adopt teaching methods that encourage oral communication and ELLs’
excessive participation in classroom discussions, which in turn will not only promote
homogeneity in ESL classrooms but also enhance ELLs’ sense of an insider in classroom
discourses. In this way, ESL teachers could work as facilitators in language learning in a
manner promoting students’ autonomy and sense of belonging through lowering the
affective filters.
Educational policies. In order to enhance individuals’ capabilities through
increased opportunities, language policies in education need to broaden the possibilities
of access to language learning resources through language learners’ increased
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socialization inside the schools. The policies should analyze the wider socioeconomic,
sociopolitical, and sociolinguistic hierarchies in society and come up with an allencompassing curriculum, that is, one that facilitates all students on an equal basis. In
addition, the participants in the present study demonstrate the highest level of
dissatisfaction about public schools in terms of teaching and learning resources. Teaching
and teaching materials, therefore, need to be updated and designed according to the needs
of the day.
As the ESL classroom in the case of the present study was characterized by the
symbolic dominance of English (Canagarajah, 1993, 2006a; May, 1999), language
teaching curricula, therefore, need to be revised and modeled in a way that facilitates
English language learning on equitable terms both in private and public schools.
Language policies in education should not follow the exclusionist approach; rather they
should equalize the opportunities of learning across different schooling system through
inclusive approach (Pennycook, 1999, 2001). The inclusive approach to English learning
and teaching will foster the acknowledgement of ELLs’ linguistic needs and will allow
legitimate classroom membership to all the students.
I recognize the fact that introducing inclusive educational policies might prove to
be a daunting task for the policy makers; nevertheless inclusion of EAP at the graduate
level could be a starting point toward the long-term equitable educational policies.
Inclusion of EAP courses at the graduate level will provide alternatives for ELLs coming
from public school background to revisit their English language proficiency, use the
courses as a potential source of framing their mind positively, and broaden their
intellectual horizons through creativity, experimentation, and active participation in
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classroom activities (Giroux, 1983, 1992). As the present study shows that ELLs’ sense
of insecurity primarily stemmed from their deficient positioning and limited English
language proficiency, opportunities to practice English through specific EAP courses will
bolster their confidence to speak English.
It is worth mentioning that language policies in the Pakistani education system
have been divided on the basis of language of instruction (i.e., Urdu in public schools and
English in private schools); EAP courses might shrink the inequitable distribution of
English language learning resources, and deficient ELLs could be empowered to some
extent. Language policy practitioners should not conceive the ESL classroom as a
homogeneous whole; they should rather incorporate the social and sociolinguistic
complexities that language learners bring into the classroom from prior schooling
histories and language learning, which are instrumental in shaping their identities, desired
goals and habitus (Bourdieu, 1977a, Canagarajah, 1999; Norton, 2000; Norton Peirce,
1995; Pennycook, 2001). For this purpose, we as teachers and researchers should
recognize the intricacies in teaching methods, learning strategies, and ELLs’ language
proficiency while teaching an ESL classroom having learners with varying levels of
proficiency in the dominant language.
Toohey (1998) argues that individual disparities in teaching practices could
significantly be contributing to stratified dispositions (which in this study is habitus) and
perpetuate disparities within classroom communities, which could consequently cause the
sense of not belonging among learners. In the same vein, the present study highlights that
exclusionist curricula needs to be discouraged and an integration of modern technological
resources should be incorporated for competing in the global world. With the goal of
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Education for All (Government of Pakistan, 2014), and the importance of English
language learning in Pakistan (Rahman, 2010), both private and public schools should
follow uniform policies for insuring quality English instruction and equity in access to
resources. As I already mentioned that the results of the present study indicate that in
terms of English language learning, students from private schools particularly those
coming from the elite private schools already have an advantageous position over those
hailing from public schools; language policy makers are obligated to direct more
resources toward public schools. This will help in competing with the autonomous
private schools in terms of access to resources and enhancing the linguistic skills of
students from public schools.
Theoretical implications. In addition to pedagogical implications, findings of the
present study indicate that for a broader understanding of the notion of cultural capital
and social reproduction (Bourdieu, 1977b, 1997) scholars have to complement them with
other related theories such as positioning (Davies & Harré, 1990), communities of
practice (Lavé & Wenger, 1991), and social identity and investment (Norton, 2000) while
treating classroom as a social space where the reproduction of the symbolic power, and
investment in the dominant language learning is highly influenced by learners’ habitus.
Bourdieu’s (1977b, 1997) notion of cultural and social reproduction complemented with
other theories related to situated learning such as positioning (Davies & Harré, 1990),
communities of practice (Lavé & Wenger, 1991), and social identity and investment
(Norton, 2000) will lead to further insights into learners’ schooling experiences and
social dispositions.
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The present study also indicates that Bourdieu’s notion of cultural capital and
social reproduction has to be employed in a broader way, that is, not limiting them to
participation in highbrow culture. In the case of the present study, students from
disadvantaged schooling background were able to get access to one of the leading
institutions in Pakistan and all of them expressed pride in their achievements,
nevertheless they positioned themselves disadvantaged due to their habitus developed via
prior schooling experiences—a marker of social inequalities. The markers of highbrow
culture such as attendance of opera, visits to museums, etc. might not be the ideal and
potential markers in other cultures, which in the case of the present study is Pakistan. For
all encompassing and a broader understanding of Bourdieu’s cultural capital, and social
and cultural reproduction, researchers should, therefore, equate highbrow culture ideals
outlined by Bourdieu with those of the population under scholarly investigation in a
given social and sociocultural setting.
Purpose, Contribution, and Limitations of the Study Revisited
The context of this study is Pakistan, a country where English is considered as a
source of empowerment (Rahman, 2007), but the practice of target language speaking is
very rare in public schools (Capstick, 2011; Rahman, 2010). The present study primarily
focused on understanding the interrelationships of English language proficiency,
participation in classroom discourses, and identities as situated social processes—most
importantly, how ELLs’ prior schooling and English language learning experiences
affected their academic endeavors and shaped the sphere of power relationships in the
classroom with reference to the symbolic domination of English and its invisible power
in an ESL classroom.
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In addition to contribution to the existing literature on English language learning
and teaching from sociolinguistic perspectives, the present study endeavored to
understand the relationship between English language proficiency, classroom
participation, identity and power relationships, offer insights into ELLs’ prior schooling
and language learning experiences from learners’ perspectives. In this way, the present
study suggests to make informed decisions to facilitate successful academic and social
life trajectories of ELLs through extending aids in determining how effective teaching of
English could be made mandatory in Pakistani public school systems to compete with the
counterpart English medium private schools. Moreover, how teacher training could lead
ESL instructors to contemplate their teaching in a way that could positively contribute to
students’ real-life chances of academic and professional success through adopting
learner-centered teaching approaches and encouraging equity.
As it is impossible to cover everything related to any phenomenon under
investigation, the present study, therefore, has some limitations. First, this study is limited
to one of the public sector universities in the Federal Capital Area of Islamabad, Pakistan,
and the participant sample is purposeful and limited to students pursuing their degree in
linguistics. Participants from different universities and different majors might bring
different issues in regard to English language learning in Pakistan. Although this study
provides a comprehensive examination of an ESL classroom discourses with reference to
identity and power relationships and offers significant empirical and theoretical
implications, the findings of this study might not be generalizable and applicable to the
whole population of ELLs in different contexts either geographical or institutional.
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Moreover, the data were collected in a specific timeframe and may not be taken
for granted that any changes would not take place in participants’ perceptions over time
after the completion of their graduate studies. In addition, the scope of the present study
is exclusively limited to speaking English proficiency in an ESL classroom setting and
does not cover other modes of communication such as writing, reading, etc. Finally and
more importantly, the schooling system in Pakistan presents a complex scenario that
heightens the possibility of not finding a homogeneous sample representing both elite and
nonelite schools, urban and rural divide, and above all this study might underrepresent
some gifted ELLs in the efforts of making the study sample homogeneous to the possible
extent.
Directions for Future Research
While treating a classroom as microcosm of the larger sociocultural world
(Pennycook, 2001), ELLs’ prior experiences both inside and outside the classroom might
have a significant impact on classroom activities. Students’ social experiences or
relationships in regard to university culture outside classroom therefore, could be one of
the significant factors affecting students’ classroom participation patterns, and is one of
the areas of interest for future studies. Future studies on English language classrooms
may also provide significant insights through incorporating a comparative analysis of
schools where ELLs have a different language of instruction.
Second, the findings of the present study are based on data collected in a specific
timeframe and do not include any change in ELLs’ attitudes after the completion of their
studies. As mentioned, attitudes are not static in nature (Baker, 1992), future longitudinal
studies are, therefore, recommended for capturing changes in ELLs’ attitudes for the
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enhanced understanding of interrelationship in English language learning and classroom
discourses with reference to power relationships, positioning, and identity.
Studies on language policies could be another avenue for future research aiming
at recommendations for English language curricula aligned with learners’ needs,
interests, and capabilities. Globalization was found to be resonating in all of the
participants’ perceptions on English language learning, future studies could, therefore, be
directed toward how and to what extent language policies and language curricula
incorporate the demands of globalization through access to technology and global
learning resources.
In order to further the scope of studies on social reproduction and cultural capital,
a comparative analysis of elite and nonelite schooling is also of significant importance to
see how much deeper the relationships between access to education and English
proficiency (i.e., cultural capital) are. The effects of parents’ educational level,
occupation, and undergraduate CGPA on students’ success and identities are also
significant future research avenues. Overall, it is clear that students hailing from public
and private school backgrounds show varying levels of English proficiency, classroom
participation, and sense of belonging to the classroom, a comparative analysis of elite and
nonelite schooling is, therefore, a necessary and a promising area of research in regard to
the equitable access to language learning and education.
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Lavé, J., & Wenger, E. (1991). Situated learning: Legitimate peripheral participation.
Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press.
Lee, S., & Brinton, M. C. (1996). Elite education and social capital: The case of South
Korea. Sociology of Education, 69(3), 177–192.
Lee, E., & Simon-Maeda, A. (2006). Racialized research identities in ESL/EFL research.
TESOL Quarterly, 40(3), 573–594.
Lee, G. (2009). Speaking up: Six Korean students’ oral participation in class discussions
in US graduate seminars. English for Specific Purposes, 28(3), 142–156.
Leki, I. (2007). Undergraduates in a second language: Challenges and complexities of
academic literacy development. London, England: Routledge.
Lewis, M. (Ed.). (1997). New ways in teaching adults. Alexandria, VA: TESOL.
Lewis, M. (2009). Ethnologue: Languages of the world. Dallas, TX: SIL International.
Lin, N. (2002). Social capital: A theory of social structure and action. New York:
Cambridge University Press.
Lincoln, Y., & Guba, E. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE.
Liu, M., & Jackson, J. (2008). An exploration of Chinese EFL learners’ unwillingness to
communicate and foreign language anxiety. The Modern Language Journal,
92(1), 71–86.
Liu, N. F., & Littlewood, W. (1997). Why do many students appear reluctant to
participate in classroom learning discourse? System, 25(3), 371–384.
Luke, A. (2004). Two takes on the critical. In B. Norton & K. Toohey (Eds.), Critical
pedagogies and language learning (pp. 21–29). Cambridge, England: Cambridge
University Press.
MacIntyre, P. D., Dörnyei, Z., Clément, R., & Noels, K. A. (1998). Conceptualizing
willingness to communicate in a L2: A situational model of L2 confidence and
affiliation. The Modern Language Journal, 82(4), 545–562.
Mackey, A., & Gass, S. (2005). Second language research: Methodology and design.
Mahwah, NJ: Routledge.
Mackey, A., & Gass, S. M. (2013). Second language research: Methodology and design
(2nd ed.). London, England: Routledge.

240

Mak, B. (2011). An exploration of speaking-in-class anxiety with Chinese ESL learners.
System, 39(2), 202–214.
Marshall, C., & Rossman, G. B. (2014). Designing qualitative research (6th ed.).
Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE.
Martin-Beltrán, M. (2010). Positioning proficiency: How students and teachers
(de)construct language proficiency at school. Linguistics and Education, 21(4),
257–281. doi:10.1016/j.linged.2010.09.002
Marx, S. (2006). Revealing the invisible: Confronting passive racism is teacher
education. New York: Routledge.
Marx, S. (2008). “No blending in”: Latino students in a predominantly White school.
Hispanic Journal of Behavioral Science, 30(1), 69–88.
Mason, L. H. (2004). Explicit self-regulated strategy development versus reciprocal
questioning: Effects on expository reading comprehension among struggling
readers. Journal of Educational Psychology, 96(2), 283–296.
Matsuda, A. (2003). Incorporating World Englishes in teaching English as an
international language. TESOL Quarterly, 37(4), 719–729.
May, S. (1999). Critical multiculturalism and cultural difference: Avoiding essentialism.
In S. May (Ed.), Critical multiculturalism: Rethinking multicultural and antiracist
education (pp. 11–41). London, England: Falmer.
McClenney, K. M. (2007). Research update: The community college survey of student
engagement. Community College Review, 35(2), 137–146.
McConnell-Ginet, S. (1988). Language and gender. In J. N. Frederick (Ed.), Linguistics:
The Cambridge survey (pp. 75–99). Cambridge, England: Cambridge University
Press.
McKay, S. L., & Wong, S.-L. C. (1996). Multiple discourses, multiple identities:
Investment and agency in second-language learning among Chinese adolescent
immigrant students. Harvard Educational Review, 66(3), 577–609.
McLaren, P. (2008). Critical pedagogy: A look at the major concepts. In A. Darder, M.
Baltodano, & R. Torres (Eds.), The critical pedagogy reader (pp. 61–83). New
York: Routledge.
McLaughlin, M. W. (1987). Learning from experience: Lessons from policy
implementation. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 9(2), 171–178.
Menard-Warwick, J. (2008). ‘Because she made beds every day.’ Social positioning,
classroom discourse, and language learning. Applied Linguistics, 29(2), 267–289.

241

Mercer, N. (2010). The analysis of classroom talk: Methods and methodologies. British
Journal of Educational Psychology, 80(1), 1–14.
Mercuri, S. P. (2014). Understanding the interconnectedness between language choices,
cultural identity construction and school practices in the life of a Latina educator.
GIST Education and Learning Research Journal, (6), 12–43.
Merriam, S. B. (1998). Qualitative research and case study applications in education.
San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Merriam, S. B. (2009). Qualitative research: A guide to design and implementation. San
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded
sourcebook. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE.
Miller, J. M. (2000). Language use, identity, and social interaction: Migrant students in
Australia. Research on Language and Social Interaction, 33(1), 69–100.
doi:10.1207/S15327973RLSI3301_3
Miller, J. (2007). Inscribing identity: Insights for teaching from ESL students’ journals.
TESL Canada Journal, 25(1), 23–40.
Moje, E., & Lewis, C. (2007). Examining opportunities to learn literacy: The role of
critical sociocultural literacy research. In C. Lewis, P. Enciso, & E. B. Moje
(Eds.), Reframing sociocultural research on literacy: Identity, agency, and power
(pp. 15–48). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.
Morales, A., Herrera, S., & Murry, K. (2011). Navigating the waves of social and
political capriciousness: Inspiring perspectives from DREAM-eligible immigrant
students. Journal of Hispanic Higher Education, 10(3), 266–283.
doi:10.1177/1538192708330232
Morell, T. (2007). What enhances EFL students’ participation in lecture discourse?
Student, lecturer and discourse perspectives. Journal of English for Academic
Purposes, 6(3), 222–237.
Morgan, B. (1997). Identity and intonation: Linking dynamic processes in an ESL
classroom. TESOL Quarterly, 31(3), 431–449.
Morgan, B. D. (1998). The ESL classroom: Teaching, critical practice, and community
development. Toronto, Canada: University of Toronto Press.
Morita, N. (2000). Discourse socialization through oral classroom activities in a TESL
graduate classroom. TESOL Quarterly, 34(2), 279–310.
Morita, N. (2004). Negotiating participation and identity in second language academic
communities. TESOL Quarterly, 38(4), 573–603.

242

Nam, Y., & Huang, J. (2009). Equal opportunity for all? Parental economic resources and
children’s educational attainment. Children and Youth Services Review, 31(6),
625–634.
Nash, R. (2002). The educated habitus, progress at school, and real knowledge.
Interchange, 33(1), 27–48.
Nomnian, S. (2013). Review of English language basic education core curriculum:
Pedagogical implications for Thai primary level teachers of English. Kasetsart
Journal (Social Sciences), 34(3), 583–589.
Norris, J. M., & Ortega, L. (2000). Effectiveness of L2 instruction: A research synthesis
and quantitative meta-analysis. Language Learning, 50(3), 417–528.
Norton, B. (1997). Language, identity, and the ownership of English. TESOL Quarterly,
31(3), 409–429.
Norton, B. (2000). Identity and language learning: Gender, ethnicity and educational
change. London, England: Pearson Education.
Norton, B. (2013). Identity, literacy and the multilingual classroom. In S. May (Ed.), The
multilingual turn: Implications for SLA, TESOL and bilingual education (pp.
103–122). New York: Routledge.
Norton, B., & Gao, Y. (2008). Identity, investment, and Chinese learners of English.
Journal of Asian Pacific Communication, 18(1), 109–120.
Norton, B., & Kamal, F. (2003). The imagined communities of English language learners
in a Pakistani school. Journal of Language, Identity, and Education, 2(4), 301–
317.
Norton, B., & Toohey, K. (2001). Changing perspectives on good language learners.
TESOL Quarterly, 35(2), 307–322.
Norton Peirce, B. (1995). Social identity, investment, and language learning. TESOL
Quarterly, 29(1), 9–31.
Ochs, E., & Schieffelin, B. B. (1984). Language acquisition and socialization: Three
developmental stories and their implications. In R. Shweder & R. LeVine (Eds.),
Culture theory: Essays on mind, self, and emotion (pp. 276–320). New York:
Cambridge University Press.
Ohata, K. (2005). Potential sources of anxiety for Japanese learners of English:
Preliminary case interviews with five Japanese college students in the U.S. TESLEJ, 9(3), 1–21.
Pablé, A., Haas, M., & Christe, N. (2010). Language and social identity: An integrationist
critique. Language Sciences, 32(6), 671–676.

243

Pappamihiel, N. E. (2001). Moving from the ESL classroom into the mainstream: An
investigation of English language anxiety in Mexican girls. Bilingual Research
Journal, 25(1-2), 31–38.
Pavlenko, A. (2001). In the world of the tradition, I was unimagined: Negotiation of
identities in cross-cultural autobiographies. International Journal of Bilingualism,
5(3), 317–344.
Pavlenko, A. (2003a). “I never knew I was bilingual”: Re-imagining teacher identities in
TESOL. Journal of Language, Identity and Education, 2(4), 251–268.
Pavlenko, A. (2003b). Eyewitness memory in late bilinguals: Evidence for discursive
relativity. International Journal of Bilingualism, 7(3), 257–281.
Pavlenko, A., & Blackledge, A. (2004). Introduction: New theoretical approaches to the
study of identities in multilingual contexts. In A. Pavlenko & A. Blackledge
(Eds.), Negotiation of identities in multilingual contexts (pp. 1–33). Bristol,
England: Multilingual Matters.
Pavlenko, A., & Lantolf, J. P. (2000). Second language learning as participation and the
(re)construction of selves. In J. P. Lantolf (Ed.), Sociocultural theory and second
language learning (pp. 155–177). Oxford, England: Oxford University Press.
Pearce, J., Down, B., & Moore, E. (2008). Social class, identity and the ‘good’ student:
Negotiating university culture. Australian Journal of Education, 52(3), 257–271.
Peña, E. D. (2007). Lost in translation: Methodological consideration in cross-cultural
research. Child Development, 78(4), 1255–1264.
Peng, J. (2007). Willingness to communicate in an L2 and integrative motivation among
college students in an intensive English language program in China. University of
Sydney Papers in TESOL, 2(1), 33–59.
Pennycook, A. (1994). The cultural politics of English as an international language.
London, England: Longman.
Pennycook, A. (1999). Introduction: Critical approaches to TESOL. TESOL Quarterly,
33(3), 329–348.
Pennycook, A. (2001). Critical applied linguistics: A critical introduction. London,
England: Lawrence Erlbaum.
Phillipson, R. (1992). Linguistic imperialism. Oxford, England: Oxford University Press.
Phillipson, R. (2008). Lingua franca or lingua frankensteinia? English in European
integration and globalisation. World Englishes, 27(2), 250–267.

244

Phillipson, R. (2009). The tension between linguistic diversity and dominant English. In
T. Skutnabb-Kangas, R. Phillipson, A. K. Mohanty, & M. Panda (Eds.), Social
justice through multilingual education (pp. 85–102). Bristol, England:
Multilingual Matters.
Polinard, J. L., Wrinkle, R. D., & Meier, K. J. (1995). The influence of educational and
political resources on minority students’ success. Journal of Negro Education,
64(4), 463–474.
Pon, G., Goldstein, T., & Schecter, S. R. (2003). Interrupted by silences: The
contemporary education of Hong-Kong-born Chinese Canadians. In R. Bayley &
S. R. Schecter (Eds.), Language socialization in bilingual and multilingual
societies (pp. 114–127). Clevedon, England: Multilingual Matters.
Prapphal, K. (2008). Issues and trends in language testing and assessment in Thailand.
Language Testing, 25(1), 127–143.
Qadeer, M. A. (2006). Pakistan: Social and cultural transformations in a Muslim nation.
London, England: Routledge.
Rahman, T. (2002). Language, ideology and power. Karachi, Pakistan: Oxford University
Press.
Rahman, T. (2004). Denizens of alien worlds: A study of education, inequality and
polarization in Pakistan. Oxford, England: Oxford University Press.
Rahman, T. (2006). Language policy, multilingualism and language vitality in Pakistan.
In S. Anju & B. Lars (Eds.), Trends in linguistics: Lesser-known languages of
South Asia: Status and policies, case studies and applications of information
technology (pp. 73–104). Berlin, Germany: Mouton de Gruyter.
Rahman, T. (2007). The role of English in Pakistan with special reference to tolerance
and militancy. In A. B. Tsui & J. W. Tollefson (Eds.), Language policy, culture,
and identity in Asian contexts (pp. 219–239). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.
Rahman, T. (2010). Language policy, identity, and religion: Aspects of the civilization of
the Muslims of Pakistan and North India. Islamabad, Pakistan: Chair on Quaid-iAzam & Freedom Movement, National Institute of Pakistan Studies, Quaid-iAzam University.
Rampton, B. (1995). Crossing: Language and ethnicity among adolescents. London,
England: Longman.
Ramsay, S., Barker, M., & Jones, E. (1999). Academic adjustment and learning
processes: A comparison of international and local students in first-year
university. Higher Education Research & Development, 18(1), 129–144.
doi:10.1080/0729436990180110

245

Reay, D. (1998). Cultural reproduction: Mothers’ involvement in their children’s primary
schooling. In M. Grenfell & D. James (Eds.), Bourdieu and education: Acts of
practical theory (pp. 55–70). London, England: Falmer.
Reeves, J. (2006). Secondary teacher attitudes toward including English-language
learners in mainstream classrooms. The Journal of Educational Research, 99(3),
131–143.
Reeves, J. (2009). Teacher investment in learner identity. Teaching and Teacher
Education, 25(1), 34–41.
Rienties, B., Beausaert, S., Grohnert, T., Niemantsverdriet, S., & Kommers, P. (2012).
Understanding academic performance of international students: The role of
ethnicity, academic and social integration. Higher Education, 63(6), 685–700.
doi:10.1007/s10734-011-9468-1
Robbins, D. (1993). The work of Pierre Bourdieu. Buckingham, England: Open
University Press.
Robson, C. (2002). Real world research: A resource for social scientists and
practitioner–researchers. Oxford, England: Blackwell.
Roessingh, H., & Kover, P. (2003). Variability of ESL learners’ acquisition of cognitive
academic language proficiency: What can we learn from achievement measures?
TESL Canada Journal, 21(1), 1–21.
Rogoff, B., Turkanis, C. G., & Bartlett, L. (2001). Lessons about learning as a
community. In B. Rogoff, C. G. Turkanis, & L. Bartlett (Eds.), Learning together:
Children and adults in a school community (pp. 3–17). New York: Oxford
University Press.
Ross, S. J. (2008). Language testing in Asia: Evolution, innovation, and policy
challenges. Language Testing, 25(1), 5–13.
Ryan, S. (2006). Language learning motivation within the context of globalisation: An L2
self within an imagined global community. Critical Inquiry in Language Studies:
An International Journal, 3(1), 23–45.
Ryan, S. (2009). Self and identity in L2 motivation in Japan: The ideal L2 self and
Japanese learners of English. In Z. Dörnyei & E. Ushioda (Eds.), Motivation,
language identity and the L2 self (pp.120–143). Bristol, England: Multilingual
Matters.
Sasaki, M. (2008). The 150-year history of English language assessment in Japanese
education. Language Testing, 25(1), 63–83.
Shamim, F. (2011). English as the language for development in Pakistan: Issues,
challenges and possible solutions. In H. Coleman (Ed.), Dreams and realities:
246

Developing countries and the English language (pp. 291–309). London, England:
British Council.
Simpson, J., & Cooke, M. (2010). Movement and loss: Progression in tertiary education
for migrant students. Language and Education, 24(1), 57–73.
doi:10.1080/09500780903194051
Skilton-Sylvester, E. (2002). Should I stay or should I go? Investigating Cambodian
women’s participation and investment in adult ESL programs. Adult Education
Quarterly, 53(1), 9–26.
Smrekar, C. E. (1996). The impact of school choice and community: In the interest of
families and schools. Albany, NY: State University of New York Press.
Smyth, J., Angus, L., Down, B., & McInerney, P. (2006). Critical ethnography for school
and community renewal around social class differences affecting learning.
Learning Communities: International Journal of Adult and Vocational Learning,
3, 121–152.
Song, B. (2006). Content-based ESL instruction: Long-term effects and outcomes.
English for Specific Purposes, 25(4), 420–437.
Springer, S., & Collins, L. (2008). Interacting inside and outside of the language
classroom. Language Teaching Research, 12(1), 39–60.
Stake, R. (2000). Case studies. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), The SAGE
handbook of qualitative research (pp. 435–454). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE.
Stanton-Salazar, R. D. (2001). Manufacturing hope and despair: The school and kin
support networks of U.S.-Mexican youth. New York: Teachers College Press.
Stanton-Salazar, R. D. (2004). Social capital among working-class minority students. In
M. A. Gibson, P. Gandara, & J. P. Koyama (Eds.), School connections: U.S.
Mexican youth, peers, and school achievement (pp. 18–38). New York: Teachers
College Press.
Stevens, M. (2007). Creating a class: College admissions and the education of elites.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Stewart, T. (2007). Teachers and learners evaluating course tasks together. ELT Journal,
61(3), 256–266. doi:10.1093/elt/ccm033
Stone, P., & Kidd, A. (2011). Students’ social positioning in the language classroom:
Implications for interaction. RELC Journal, 42(3), 325–343.
Strauss, A., & Corbin, J. (1998). Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and
procedures for developing grounded theory (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE.

247

Stuart, M., Lido, C., Morgan, J., Solomon, L., & May, S. (2011). The impact of
engagement with extracurricular activities on the student experience and graduate
outcomes for widening participation populations. Active Learning in Higher
Education, 12(3), 203–215.
Sullivan, A. (2001). Cultural capital and educational attainment. Sociology, 35(4), 893–
912.
Sullivan, A. (2002). Bourdieu and education: How useful is Bourdieu’s theory for
researchers? Netherlands Journal of Social Sciences, 38(2), 144–166.
Sultana, S. (2014). English as a medium of instruction in Bangladesh’s higher education:
Empowering or disadvantaging students. Asian EFL Journal, 16(1), 11–52.
Swartz, D. (1998). Culture and power: The sociology of Pierre Bourdieu. Chicago, IL:
The University of Chicago Press.
Talmy, S. (2009). A very important lesson: Respect and the socialization of order(s) in
high school ESL. Linguistics and Education, 20(3), 235–253.
Tamim, T. (2013). Higher education, languages, and the persistence of inequitable
structures for working-class women in Pakistan. Gender and Education, 25(2),
155–169.
Tamim, T. (2014a). The politics of languages in education: Issues of access, social
participation and inequality in the multilingual context of Pakistan. British
Educational Research Journal, 40(2), 280–299.
Tamim, T. (2014b). Language policy, languages in education, and implications for
poverty reduction in Pakistan, Lahore Journal of Policy Studies, 5(1), 7–28.
Tashakkori, A., & Teddlie, C. (Eds.). (2003). Handbook of mixed methods in social and
behavioral research. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE.
Tashakkori, A., & Teddlie, C. (Eds.). (2010). SAGE handbook of mixed methods in social
and behavioral research (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE.
Taylor, P. (2014). Mother tongue and identity in a Thai ESP classroom: A communitiesof-practice perspective. LEARN Journal: Language Education and Acquisition
Research Network, 7(1), 76–90.
Tirado, F., & Gálvez, A. (2007). Positioning theory and discourse analysis: Some tools
for social interaction analysis. Forum Qualitative Sozialforschung / Forum:
Qualitative Social Research, 8(2), 224–251.
Toohey, K. (1998). “Breaking them up, taking them away”: ESL students in grade 1.
TESOL Quarterly, 32(1), 61–84.

248

Toohey, K. (2000). Learning English at school: Identity, social relations, and classroom
practice. Tonawanda, NY: Multilingual Matters.
Tooley, J. (1997). On school choice and social class: A response to Ball, Bowe and
Gewirtz. British Journal of Sociology of Education, 18(2), 217–230.
Tooley, J., & Dixon, P. (2007). Private schooling for low-income families: A census and
comparative survey in East Delhi, India. International Journal of Educational
Development, 27(2), 205–219.
Trueba, H. T. (2002). Multiple ethnic, racial and cultural identities in action: From
marginality to a new cultural capital in modern society. Journal of Latinos and
Education, 1(1), 7–28.
Tsui, L. (2002). Fostering critical thinking through effective pedagogy: Evidence from
four institutional case studies. The Journal of Higher Education, 73(6), 740–763.
Tzanakis, M. (2011). Bourdieu’s social reproduction thesis and the role of cultural capital
in educational attainment: A critical review of key empirical studies. Educate~,
11(1), 76–90.
Valenzuela, A. (1999). Subtractive schooling: U.S.-Mexican youth and the politics of
caring. Albany, NY: State University of New York Press.
Van Lier, L. (2000). From input to affordance: Social-interactive learning from an
ecological perspective. In J. P. Lantolf (Ed.), Sociocultural theory and second
language learning (pp. 245–259). New York: Oxford University Press.
Varghese, M. M. (2012). A linguistic minority student’s discursive framing of agency
and structure. In Y. Kanno & L. Harklau (Eds.), Linguistic minority students go to
college: Preparation, access, and persistence (pp. 148–162). New York:
Routledge.
Vetter, A. (2010). Positioning students as readers and writers through talk in a high
school English classroom. English Education, 43(1), 33–64.
Vryonides, M. (2007). Social and cultural capital in educational research: Issues of
operationalisation and measurement. British Educational Research Journal,
33(6), 867–885.
Vygotsky, L. (1978). Interaction between learning and development. Readings on the
Development of Children, 23(3), 34–41.
Wacquant, L. (2008). Relocating gentrification: The working class, science and the state
in recent urban research. International Journal of Urban and Regional Research,
32(1), 198–205.

249

Walker, A., Shafer, J., & Iiams, M. (2004). “Not in my classroom”: Teacher attitudes
towards English language learners in the mainstream classroom. NABE Journal of
Research and Practice, 2(1), 130–160.
Wang, Q., & Hannes, K. (2014). Academic and socio-cultural adjustment among Asian
international students in the Flemish community of Belgium: A photovoice
project. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 39, 66–81.
Weaver, R. R., & Qi, J. (2005). Classroom organization and participation: College
students’ perceptions. The Journal of Higher Education, 76(5), 570–601.
Weedon, C. (1997). Feminist practice and post-structuralist theory. London, England:
Blackwell.
Wenger, E. (1998). Communities of practice: Learning, meaning, and identity.
Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press.
Wenger, E. (2000). Communities of practice and social learning systems. Organization,
7(2), 225–246.
Willis, J. W. (2007). Foundations of qualitative research: Interpretive and critical
approaches. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE.
Winkle-Wagner, R. (2010). Foundations of educational inequality: Cultural capital and
social reproduction. ASHE Higher Education Report, 36(1), 1–21.
Woodrow, L. (2014). Writing about quantitative research in applied linguistics. New
York: Palgrave Macmillan.
Woodward, K. (2003). Understanding identity. London, England: Arnold.
Woolard, K. A. (1989). Double talk: Bilingualism and the politics of ethnicity in
Catalonia. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.
Woolard, K. A. (1998). Introduction: Language ideology as a field of inquiry. In B. B.
Schieffelin, K. A. Woolard, & P. V. Kroskrity (Eds.), Language ideologies:
Practice and theory (pp. 3–47). New York: Oxford University Press.
Wu, Y. (2008). Cultural capital, the state, and educational inequality in China, 1949–
1996. Sociological Perspectives, 51(1), 201–227.
Yihong, G., Ying, C., Yuan, Z., & Yan, Z. (2005). Self-identity changes and English
learning among Chinese undergraduates. World Englishes, 24(1), 39–51.
Yin, R. K. (2003). Case study research: Design and methods. Thousand Oaks, CA:
SAGE.

250

Yoon, B. (2008). Uninvited guests: The influence of teachers’ roles and pedagogies on
the positioning of English language learners in the regular classroom. American
Educational Research Journal, 45(2), 495–522.
Yosso, T. J. (2005). Whose culture has capital? A critical race theory discussion of
community cultural wealth. Race Ethnicity and Education, 8(1), 69–91.
Zacher, J. C. (2008). Analyzing children’s social positioning and struggles for
recognition in a classroom literacy event. Research in the Teaching of English,
43(1), 12–41.
Zacharias, N. T. (2010). Acknowledging learner multiple identities in the EFL classroom.
k@ta, 12(1), 26–41.

251

Appendix A
Demographics and Student Survey
Part One: Demographic Information (Strictly Confidential)
1. What is your gender?
2. How old are you?

Female
21–22 Years

3. What is/was your school location?

Male
23–24 Years
Urban

25 Years/Above

Rural

4. What is your region/province? ........................................................
5. What was/is you major/specialization in:
a. High school? .......................................................................................................
b. College? ..............................................................................................................
c. Current/Graduate Studies? .................................................................................
6. What is your current CGPA/Percentage? ..................................................................
7. What type of schooling background do you have?
Public

Private

Other (Please specify) ..................................................

8. What was the language of instruction at your school/college?
English

Urdu

Other (Please specify) ...................................................

9. What is the highest level of your parents’ education?
a. Your father’s education
High school
Ph.D.

Intermediate

Bachelor’s

Master’s

Bachelor’s

Master’s

No Degree

b. Your mother’s education:
High school
Ph.D.

Intermediate

No Degree

10. What is your parents’ occupation?
a. Father’s occupation (Please specify) ...........................................................
b. Mother’s occupation (Please specify) ........................................................
11. What is an estimated monthly income of your family? (Choose one)
Less than PKR 50,000
PKR 91,000–120,000

PKR 51,000–70,000

PKR 71,000–90,000

More than PKR 120,000

a. Father’s income (Please specify) ............................................................
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b. Mother’s income (Please specify) ...........................................................
12. What is the number of people living in your household? .............................

13. A degree in English or linguistics will prove
helpful for me in getting a better job position and
have better future.
14. My prior schooling prepared me well for
communicating in English effectively during class
discussions.
15. I am always willing to share my ideas but do not
participate in discussion due to my limited
language proficiency.
16. I understand everything in English and have
better English language skills compared to other
classmates.
17. Good English language proficiency offers me
opportunities to position myself as an active
participant in classroom discussions.
18. I expect to have better grades because I have
good English language proficiency.
19. Good English skills are needed for academic
success in my major area of study.
20. Peers’ negative assessment of my language
proficiency hinders my participation in classroom
discussions.
21. Teachers’ negative assessment of my language
proficiency hinders my participation in classroom
discussions.
22. I frequently speak English in classroom
discussions that help me enhancing my English
language proficiency.
23. It takes me longer to prepare a response in
English and that usually results in limited
participation on my part.
24. Before joining the current program, I had enough
opportunities of speaking English in my school
and college.
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Strongly
Agree

Agree

Not Sure

Agree

Please choose the answer by placing an X in the box
that best describes your perceptions and
knowledge of English and the benefits you expect to
gain as a result.

Strongly
Disagree

Part Two: Student Survey

Always

Frequently

Sometimes

Rarely

Never

High

Moderate

Low

Very Low

Please choose the answer by placing an X in the box
that best matches your perceptions about and
knowledge of English.

Very High

25. My speaking skills in English are adequate
enough for effective classroom participation.
26. Effective English language proficiency is
necessary to achieve academic success.
27. Good English proficiency will provide me with
social prestige in Pakistani society.
28. You must have good English skills to be a leading
participant in class discussion.
29. I avoid group discussions with my peers due to
my limited proficiency in English.
30. It is usually challenging for me to ask questions
needed for understanding lectures in a better way.
31. I have opportunities to use English outside
classroom (i.e., at cafeteria, home, etc.).
32. I watch TV programs and movies in English that
help me improve my English language
proficiency.

33. I face difficulties in discussing class reading
material or participating in classroom discussion
activities.
34. It is easy for me to lead the whole class in
classroom discussions.
35. I feel more comfortable speaking English in small
group discussions rather than in front of the whole
class.
36. I communicate in English effectively with
teachers and other students in groups and
discussions.
37. It is easy for me to complete assignments in
which I am supposed to communicate in English.
Please choose the answer by placing an X in the box
that best describes your perceptions about and
knowledge of English.
38. How would you rank your participation
frequency in classroom discussions?
39. How would you rank your oral fluency in English
while participating in classroom discussions?
40. How would you rank your communication in
English in your school and college?
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43. I take initiatives in classroom discussions that
give me a leading position in class and get good
grades.
44. I respond to teachers’ questions, as it provides me
opportunities to be a proficient English language
speaker.
45. I prefer to remain silent as I can prove my
English language proficiency in writing
assignments.
46. My English language proficiency puts me in a
position needed for my academic success.
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Never

Rarely

Sometimes

Frequently

Please choose the answer by placing an X in the box
that best describes your perceptions and
knowledge of English and the benefits you expect to
gain as a result.

Always

41. How would you rank your confidence in oral
participation in classroom discussions?
42. How would you rank your satisfaction with
ESL/EFL teaching and course materials used in
your school/college?

Appendix B
Semistructured Interview Questions
1. What grade you started learning English from?
2. Do you think that you have had an enough exposure to English before joining the
university for your graduate studies?
3. Do you feel that you are in the position to understand everything in English?
4. How would you compare your English skills with other classmates?
5. How much confidence do you feel while communicating in English with students
and teachers?
6. Did you face any situation where you wanted to share your ideas either in the
class or outside but didn’t share them due to avoiding speaking English? If yes
why?
7. Are you satisfied with the conditions of English language teaching in
public/private schools and colleges?
8. You are studying in an all-English environment now. Do you feel that your
schooling has best prepared you for such an academic environment?
9. What is your mother tongue and what are the commonly used language(s) at your
home? Do your parents think you should prefer English to any other language?
10. Did your teacher use English when you were in high school and college? Did they
guide how to study books in English and how to communicate with others?
11. Do you watch TV programs that are of international level and help you know
about the culture of English and help you understand English better?
12. Do you think that all education be provided in either English or Urdu to avoid
problems of communication in classrooms?
13. What are your personal reasons for learning English? How would you describe
the facilities and opportunities available for ESL learning at your school?
14. Did you practice English (speaking, reading, and writing and speaking) classroom
when you were in high school and college?
15. Do you think that you good exposure to English outside your classroom, e.g.,
cafeteria, home etc.?
16. How you see ESL syllabus taught in public/private high schools and colleges?
17. Do you feel that you are in a position to grade exposure of your high school and
college teachers to English?
18. Any comments or your opinion about enhancing the standards of English
language teaching in public/private high schools/colleges/universities?
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Private School

Public School

Public School

Private School

Student-student Interaction

Additional Information/ Postobservation Reflection
Public School

Private School

Instructor-student Interaction

Appendix C

Classroom Observation Log

Date
Time

Activity

Content

Focus
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Appendix D
Informed Consent to Participate in a Research Study (Revised)
Situating the Self: Identity and Power Relationships in a Pakistani ESL Classroom
Dear graduate student you are being invited to be a participant in this research
study titled Situating the Self: Identity and Power Relationships in a Pakistani ESL
Classroom. Your volunteer participation in this research study will enable you to be
among 20 graduate students who will help the researcher to successfully complete his
research on the above-cited topic and contribute to recommendations for EAP in Pakistan
to provide equal educational opportunities to all students.
I am Rooh Ul Amin, a graduate student at the University of Memphis,
Department of English, being guided in this research by Dr. Sage Graham, Associate
Professor, Department of English at the University of Memphis. There may be other
people on the research team assisting at different times during the study.
The purpose of this study is to investigate discrepancies in oral participation
levels in a graduate ESL classroom. Student success in this environment will obviously
be affected by differing primary and secondary educational backgrounds and level of
training in English. This research will identify any disparities that are propagated by
language policies and determine what measures may be taken to address them in order to
provide equal educational opportunities to all students.
Your participation at preliminary level will involve an interview lasting between
20–30 minutes, focused group interview lasting between 40–60 minutes, and classroom
observation lasting between 60–120 minutes. Your sole participation in this research
study is based on your voluntary consent as a participant.
As a volunteer participant in this research study, you are expected to understand the
following:
a) You have the right to decide not to participate on any point during any designated
research activity or withdraw from the study at any time.
b) The researcher is bound to adhere to your decision and make sure that your
decision will not lead to any penalty or loss of benefit.
c) If the researcher wants to publish the findings of his research, he is bound to keep
your identity as confidential and any kind of information will not be disclosed to
anyone.
d) Although focus group discussion will take place with pseudonyms chosen by the
participants and the researcher will request the participants not to disclose identity
of the coparticipants, the researcher however, cannot guarantees disclosure of the
identity of the participants to a second party by any participant.
e) By signing this document of consent you are voluntarily granting permission to
the researcher, Rooh Ul Amin that all the data collected, interviews, focused
group and classroom observation will be transcribed through well-defined coding
to ensure the confidentiality of your identity and any other information.
Moreover, the researcher expects that you are not in the circumstances where this
research study may affect your health, studies, and identity and you might be excluded
from volunteering in such circumstances.
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The researcher wants to conduct this research study in the faculty of social science,
Quaid-i-Azam University, Islamabad, Pakistan. All the arrangements and facilities you
need for participation in this study will be provided by the researcher through the
collaboration of the dean or head of department. Your whole participation will be
between 3–5 hours and schedule will be communicated to you after through analysis of
the facilities provided for the study. However, the researcher will alter the schedule
according to the needs and availability of the participants after consulting with the
concerned authorities.
As this study is based on interviews, classroom observation, and focused groups there
are no potential risks for you as a participant. Moreover, the information you provide
voluntarily will be kept confidential and used only for this research study. This study will
offer an opportunity for you as a participant to express your perceptions that will help in
devising English for Academic Purposes (EAP) in Pakistan. Hence, your participation
will contribute for the betterment of school system in Pakistan. In addition, you will have
first hand experience if you conduct research in future. Above all, this study will serve
for the betterment of the school system in Pakistan through addressing disparities that are
determined by the existing policies in the educational structure.
For any concerns and queries in regard to this research study, please let me know via
ramin@memphis.edu or contact me at +92 345 535 7533 or +1 901 338 8106.
By signing this form, you acknowledge that you understand the nature of the study, the
potential risks to you (if any) as a participant, and the means by which your identity will
be kept confidential. Your signature on this form also indicates that you are 18 years old
or older, and that you give your permission to voluntarily serve as a participant in the
study described and to digitally record your interview, focused group and classroom
observation.
Thank you for your volunteering, and I appreciate your efforts for sparing time for
research study.
Truly yours,
Rooh Ul Amin
Graduate student, Applied Linguistics
The University of Memphis, TN, USA
___________________________________________
Signature of person agreeing to take part in the study

_______________
Date

_____________________________________________
Printed name of person agreeing to take part in the study

_______________
Date

_____________________________________________
Name of [authorized] person obtaining informed consent

_______________
Date
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form(s) and recruiting material(s) are no longer valid and any research activities
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2. When the project is finished or terminated, a completion form must be completed and
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Appendix F
Transcription Conventions
/

Short pause (up to 5 seconds)

//

Long pause (longer than 5 seconds)

...

Text ellipsis

Italics

Code-switching or utterances in Urdu

[Words]

Additional information

[Words]

Key words/concepts

(Expressions)

Facial expressions, e.g., smile, etc.

X

Inaudible word

XX

Inaudible words

(sic)

Incorrect utterance
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Challenges, Communication, Confidence, Deprivation, Devotion, Exposure, Facilities,
Fear, Good schooling, Global language, Improvement, Investment, Judgements, Luck,
Motivation, Training, Practice, Proficiency, Satisfaction, Outstanding students,
Qualified teachers, Socialization

Communication, Confidence, Craze for English, Creativity, Fear, Future,
Good schooling, Investment, Medium of instruction, Participation, Proficiency,
Opportunities, Success, Teaching methods, Teacher training, Technology, Trust deficit.

Barriers, Best schooling, Competition, Commitment, Communication, Confidence,
Consciousness, Challenges, Deprivation, Effective courses, Efforts, Encouragement,
Exposure, Facilities, Future, Global language, Luck, Medium of instruction, Practice,
Proficiency, Opportunities, Satisfaction, School location, Socialization,

Mahnoor

Qamoos

Ambition, Bad/good schooling, Confidence, Effective courses, Encouragement,
Environment, Extra efforts, Facilities, Good English, Guidance, Hesitation, Exposure,
Opportunities, Participation, Shyness, Single policy, Success, TV & technology

Wahdat

Communication barriers, Competition, Confidence, Consciousness, Cramming lessons,
Deprivation, Double thinking, Environment, Exposure, Facilities, Good English, Future,
Language of instruction, Opportunities, Schooling, Self-interest, Practice, Proficiency,
Technology use, Teacher training, Teaching methods, Uniform policy

English is everything.
Luck is not common.
I’m proud of myself.

Access, Comfort & Confidence, Communication, Encouragement, Problems, Family
support, Global language, Facilities, Luck, Medium of instruction, Nervousness,
Participation, Proficiency, Schooling, School location, Shyness, Teaching methods,
TV & technology, Well-learned teachers, Vocabulary

Haleema

Junaid

English is not foreign to me.
Consciousness to errors.
Deprivation causes discomfort.

Avoidance, Competition, Confidence, Dedication, Discouragement, Exposure, Identity,
Local and global, Luck, Medium of instruction, Schooling, Opportunities, Ownership,
Participation, Peers’ & Teachers’ pressure, School location, Success, Teacher training,
TV& technology

Zara

Schooling matters!
There is a craze for English.
No politics with education.

People like me do not have
preferences and choices.
I am fighting at (sic) two fronts.

Urban life makes the difference.
Proficiency bears participation.
I Want to be invisible.

No more Nervous.
Confidence brings comfort.
English is a global language.

Practice is a must.
The proprietor of English.
Confidence bears participation.

Socialization is the key.
English, the language of the day.
The only solution is equality.

Access, Competition, Confidence, Consciousness, Exposure, Facilities, Good schooling,
Informative courses, Language of the day, Luck, Medium of instruction, Opportunities,
Shyness, Socialization, Participation, Success, Tradition and identity, Qualified teachers

Khan G.

Themes

Codes

Participant
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Codes and Themes

